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Ab s t r a c t

Robert Penn Warren is generally regarded as one o f America’s preeminent men
o f letters in the twentieth century. In his poetry and novels-as well as his historical
essays, literary and social criticism, biographies, and other non-fiction-Warren often
addressed political themes. This study o f the role o f political ideas in Warren’s writings
begins with his concept o f the “philosophical novelist” who consciously incorporates
ideas into fiction. An examination o f Warren’s own essays about his novel All the King’s
Men provides a useful illustration o f the concept and introduces the reader to two key
themes that pervade all o f his writings: first, modem man’s response to philosophical
naturalism; and, second, the tm e meaning o f pragmatism, which, in Warren’s view, does
not degenerate into mere expediency. Despite his use o f religious language, Warren
accepted the premise that there is no transcendent or divine source o f order. Faced with
this disconcerting truth, man is responsible for creating and articulating the values that
will give his life meaning. Such ideals may not be created uncritically, however; ideals
must be tested against experience and, especially, against the knowledge o f man’s flawed
nature, a subject which Warren addressed at length in his book-length poem Brother to
Dragons and in other works. Following William James, Warren argued that the
justification o f a belief comes from its effect. Warren also insisted that Jamesian
pragmatism (unlike the unphilosophical pragmatism espoused by his fictional politician
Willie Stark) was a principled approach to ethics and politics. Ideals are often in
conflict, Warren argued, and pursuit o f one value may put higher values at risk. And in
iii
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All the King’s Men. Willie Stark’s Machiavellian pursuit o f his political program put at
risk the equally important values o f legality and political legitimacy and jeopardized his
long-term success. After considering W arren’s vision o f human nature and his
examination o f the problems surrounding naturalism and pragmatism, we conclude with
Warren’s treatment o f these ideas in relation to American political thought and practice.

iv
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Cha pter On e
In t r o d u c t io n

In his book-length study o f Theodore Dreiser, Robert Penn Warren observed that
the first question that any critic must address is “what kind o f material the author has
thought worth his treating, what kind of world stimulates his imagination.”1 A critic
examining Warren’s poetry and fiction would find, after just a cursory review, that the
world o f politics stimulated Warren’s imagination. Over his long career, Warren
explored the political disorder associated with radical abolitionism (John Brown: The
Making o f a Martyr'): class conflict and vigilantism in the Black Patch tobacco wars in
Kentucky around 1905 (Night Rider): the confrontation between the agrarian South and
New South industrialists who gained control of state government (At Heaven’s Gate):
the rise and fall o f a Southern dictator, patterned after Huey Long in 1930s Louisiana
(All the King’s Men): the replevin controversy in Kentucky in the 1820s (World
Enough and Time’): the Enlightenment view of human nature and how that
understanding o f man has shaped modem history (Brother to Dragons): the political and
social status o f African-Americans (Band o f Angels and his non-fiction writings on
race, Segregation: The Inner Conflict in the South and Who Speaks for the Negro?!: the
mistreatment o f American Indians (Chief Joseph o f the Nez Perce): and the opposing
visions o f America represented by the North and South in the Civil War (Wilderness.
The Legacy o f the Civil War, and Jefferson Davis Gets His Citizenship Back-).

‘Homage to Theodore Dreiser. August 27. 1871 —December 28. 1945. on the Centennial of His
Birth (New York: Random House, 1971), 34.

1
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Warren’s biographer, Joseph Blotner, makes a strong case for Warren’s being
“America’s preeminent man o f letters” in the twentieth century and a “master o f genres,
prodigiously creative, heavy with awards and prizes honoring his genius.”2 Although
the secondary literature on Warren is substantial,3 and despite the important role politics
plays in his writings, no satisfactory study o f the role of political ideas in Warren’s work
has been written. This fact is all the more curious considering that in recent years
scholars have turned their attention to the political imagination of William Shakespeare,
Fyodor Dostoevsky, James Joyce, Robert Lowell, and Albert Camus, to name only a
few.4 Most recent criticism o f Warren has not focused on his thematic concerns but
rather on the autobiographical element o f Warren’s writing and on his “narrative
technique, poetics, and style.”5 Both trends continued into the 1990s6 and, with the
2Joseph Blotner, Robert Penn Warren: A Biography (New York: Random House, 1997), ix.
Warren was awarded three Pulitzer Prizes, the Bollingen Prize in poetry, and the National Medal of
Literature, and was named the first official Poet Laureate of the United States in 1986.
3See James A. Grimshaw, Jr., Robert Penn Warren: A Descriptive Bibliography. 1922-1979
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1981), 281-319; James A. Grimshaw, Jr., “Bibliographical
Note,” in Time’s Glorv: Original Essays on Robert Penn Warren, ed. James A. Grimshaw, Jr. (Conway:
University of Central Arkansas Press, 1986), 119-24; Jonathan R. Eller and C. Jason Smith, “Robert Penn
Warren: A Bibliographical Survey, 1986-1993.” Mississippi Quarterly 48 (Winter 1994-95): 169-94.
4See, for example, Ellis Sandoz, Political Apocalypse: A Study of Dostoevsky’s “Grand
Inquisitor.” 2d ed. (Wilmington, Delaware: ISI Books, 2000); Alan Williamson, Pity the Monsters: The
Political Vision of Robert Lowell (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974); Dominic Manganiello,
Joyce’s Politics (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1980); Susan Tarrow, Exile From the Kingdom: A
Political Rereading of Albert Camus (University. Alabama: University of Alabama Press, 1985). See also
the essays in George A. Panichas, ed., The Politics of Twentieth-Century Novelists (New York: Hawthorn
Books, 1971); John Alvis and Thomas G. West, eds., Shakespeare as a Political Thinker (Durham, North
Carolina: Carolina Academic Press, 1981); Benjamin R. Barber and Michael J. G. McGrath, eds., The
Artist and Political Vision (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Transaction Books, 1982); Richard Jones,
Poetry and Politics: An Anthology of Essays (New York: William Morrow and Co., 1985); J. Peter
Euben, ed., Greek Tragedy and Political Theory (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986).
5Grimshaw, “Bibliographical Note,” in Time’s Glorv. 124.
6EIIer and Smith, “Robert Penn Warren: A Bibliographical Survey, 1986-1993,” 170.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

publication o f Blotner’s monumental biography, a variorum edition o f Warren’s
Collected Poems.7 and a volume o f his letters,8 the emphases on biography and poetics
will likely continue for the foreseeable future.
The late 1980s and early 1990s, however, also witnessed the publication o f three
important books examining Warren’s relation to American history and thought.
William Bedford Clark’s The American Vision o f Robert Penn Warren is, in the
author’s words, an attempt to “historicize” W arren’s writings from the mid-1920s to the
mid-1950s. In many ways, the book is a brief chronological survey o f Warren’s early
writing, placing it in the context o f the transatlantic modernism o f the 1920s, the literary
politics in 1930s America, and the Great Depression and World War II.9 With its
emphasis on Warren’s later writings, Hugh Ruppersburg’s Robert Penn Warren and the
American Imagination takes up where Clark’s book leaves off. Emphasizing W arren’s
dual concern for individual rights and tradition, Ruppersburg focuses on Warren’s later,
book-length “historical” poems ("Brother to Dragons. Audubon, and Chief Joseph o f the
Nez Perce’) while also presenting a full discussion o f Warren’s writing on civil rights.10
Perhaps the best o f these books is John Burt’s Robert Penn Warren and American

7John Burt, ed., The Collected Poems of Robert Penn Warren (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1998).
o

William Bedford Clark, ed., Selected Letters o f Robert Penn Warren (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 2000). See also James A. Grimshaw, Jr., ed., Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn
Warren: A Literary Correspondence (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1998).
9William Bedford Clark, The American Vision o f Robert Penn Warren (Lexington: University
Press ofKentucky, 1991).
I0Hugh Ruppersburg, Robert Penn Warren and the American Imagination (Athens: University o f
Georgia Press, 1990).
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Idealism, a study o f Warren’s attempts to reconcile “transcendental ideals” with the
fallen world in which individuals must act. Burt’s wide-ranging discussions o f
Warren’s political and historical writings, elegies, narrative poems, and novels are
unified by, as Burt put it, “a common ambivalence about powerful experiences of
meaning.”11
These three studies by Clark, Ruppersburg, and Burt (along with James Justus’s
survey, The Achievement o f Robert Penn Warren.12 and a considerable number o f
perceptive essays on narrow topics) are useful guides for studying Warren’s
understanding o f politics. Even so, none o f these works is ultimately satisfactory. By
limiting their scope to Warren’s “Americanism,” these critics fail to consider certain
aspects o f Warren’s thought that do not occur in the context o f his writings on American
history and philosophy. Furthermore, each book contains questionable, or at least
incomplete, readings of key texts. Because o f these shortcomings, a fundamental re
examination o f the political vision underpinning Warren’s writings would be beneficial.
Before proceeding further, we should offer several preliminary observations
about the role o f politics in Warren’s writing and the structure o f this dissertation. First,
Warren did not write his political novels and poems in order to instruct his readers in
some ideology. It would be a mistake, therefore, to describe the tenets of various
political positions (liberalism or agrarianism, for examples), affix the appropriate label

11John Burt, Robert Penn Warren and American Idealism (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale
University Press, 1988), 4, 9.
12James Justus, The Achievement o f Robert Penn Warren (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1981).
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to Warren, and then scour his writings for supposed evidence of those ideas.13 As we
shall see later, Warren in his critical writings disdained the “easy” solutions and
“schematic” plots in some political novels and was able to avoid the problems
associated with propagandist fiction in his own novels and poems.14
A second assumption underlying this essay is that Warren did not write as a
mere “fan” o f politics who strove to accurately document a world he admired. There
can be little doubt, o f course, that Warren’s detailed and realistic representation o f the
political arena contributed to his novels’ success, and, to judge from most
interdisciplinary criticism, Warren was in fact a perceptive student o f legislative
politics, stump speeches, coalition building, and other political phenomena.15 But
Warren was not content with mere documentation o f the world according to the dictates
o f literary realism. Rather, in the political world o f Warren’s fiction, characters struggle
with difficult moral and philosophical issues pertaining to politics: the meaning o f
justice, the legitimacy o f regimes, how government must accommodate the demands of

I3Cleanth Brooks and Warren referred to this practice as “message-hunting.” See Cleanth
Brooks. Modem Poetry and the Tradition (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1939), 49-51;
and Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, Understanding Poetry. 4th ed.. (New York: Holt, Rinehart,
and Winston, 1976), 270. In the same vein, Allen Tate chided “social readers,” whose “heads buzz with
generalizations that they expect the poet to confirm.” See the “Preface” to Reactionary Essays on Poetry
and Ideas, in Essays of Four Decades (Chicago: Swallow Press, 1968), 613.
14But, as Robert Heilman pointed out, many o f Warren’s readers apparently wanted propaganda:
The publication of All the King’s Men led to a lively but pointless debate about whether the novel was a
quasi-fascist tract written in favor of Huey Long or a democratic tract against Long. If Warren had
intended to indoctrinate his readers, the reaction to All the King’s Men would suggest that he failed
miserably. On the public and critical reaction to All the King’s Men, see Robert B. Heilman, “All the
King’s Men as Tragedy,” in The Southern Connection ( Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1991), 212-25.
15See T. Harry Williams, “Trends in Southern Politics,” in The Idea of the South, ed. Frank
Vandiver (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1964); Henry D. Herring, “Politics in the Novels of
Robert Penn Warren.” Recherces Anglaises et Americaines 4 f 1971): 48-60.
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human nature, and the difficulty o f realizing ideals in unfavorable circumstances. With
regard to politics, Warren falls within his own definition o f the “philosophical novelist”:
The philosophical novelist, or poet, is one for whom the documentation
o f the world is constantly striving to rise to the level o f generalization
about values, for whom the image strives to rise to symbol, for whom
images always fall into a dialectical configuration, for whom the urgency
o f experience, no matter how vividly and strongly experience may
enchant, is the urgency to know the meaning o f experience. This is not
to say the philosophical novelist is schematic and deductive. It is to say
quite the contrary, that he is willing to go naked into the pit, again and
again, to make the same old struggle for his truth.16
In short, when the reader encounters politics in Warren’s fiction, he finds himself
engaged with the author in a search for “the meaning” of some political experience.
As would be expected, certain kinds o f political experience exercised more of a
hold over Warren than others. To mention only the most obvious example, several of
Warren’s works revolve around the “failure of a private, subjective ‘ideal’ realm to

I6‘“ The Great Mirage’: Conrad and Nostromo.” in New and Selected Essays (New York:
Random House, 1989), 160. Although Warren coined the phrase “philosophical novelist” to describe
Joseph Conrad, the term applies equally well to Warren. It is universally accepted that Warren’s essays
reveal nearly as much about his own works, themes, and approach to his craft as they do about the subject
of the given essay. “In every essay Warren is exploring a writer who is like himself and is defining themes
that are like those of his own novels and poems. This is criticism as self-definition, self-discovery.”
Monroe Spears, “The Critics Who Made Us: Robert Penn Warren,” Sewanee Review 94 (1986): 103. See
also Allen Shepherd, “Robert Penn Warren as a Philosophical Novelist,” Western Humanities Review 24
(Spring 1970): 157-68. In an earlier essay, Monroe Spears claimed that “the best single essay about
Warren is Warren’s essay on Nostromo.” Monroe K. Spears, Dionysus in the City: Modernism in
Twentieth-Centurv Poetry (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970), 180. Late in his life, Warren
reflected on how a set of ideas would occupy him for years at a time and how they would permeate most
of his writings —poems, novels, and essays —in a given period. His thinking about the fallacy of human
perfectibility, the sense of a universal complicity, and of the interconnectedness o f all things found their
way into “The Ballad of Billie Potts” (1943), his essay on Coleridge’s Rime o f the Ancient Mariner
(1946), and All the King’s Men (1946). See “A Dialogue with Robert Penn Warren on Brother to
Dragons.” an interview by Floyd C. Watkins, in Floyd C. Watkins, John T. Hiers, and Mary Lousie
Weaks. eds.. Talking with Robert Penn Warren fAthens: University of Georgia Press. 1990), 341-42. For
more on the relation of Warren’s criticism to his fiction, see Tjebbe A. Westendorp, Robert Penn Warren
and the Modernist Temper: A Study o f His Social and Literary Criticism in Relation to his Fiction (Delft,
Holland: Eburon, 1987).
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come to terms with, to be integrated with, to be married to a realm o f public life and
activity, the realm o f politics and society and group action, o f law and justice.”17 Also
as expected, certain general themes pervade Warren’s treatment o f politics. After
making “the same old struggle for his truth,” Warren found that some o f his core
political principles and tendencies survived intact. One abiding belief is in the necessity
o f prudence to integrate political ideals with actual public life. Although Warren often
focused on the failures o f political leadership to mediate the ideal and the actual, he
offered only brief glimpses o f statesmanship or positive examples o f political
leadership.18 In his essay on the Civil War, however, Warren praised Abraham Lincoln
for his judicious exercise o f power, a point to be taken up again in a later chapter.
In addition to Warren’s belief in the need for prudence, one may put forward the
claim that Warren understands the relative health or disease o f a society in terms o f the
relative health and disease o f the individuals who compose that political society.
William Bedford Clark perceptively remarked that “an important a priori assumption
running throughout the massive Warren canon is the essentially Platonic notion that the

17Robert B. Heilman, “Tangled Web: Warren’s World Enough and Time.” in The Southern
Connection. 226.
l8In World Enough and Time. Warren allows the reader to see from a distance how Colonel
Cassius Fort tries to reconcile the partial claims o f banking and farming interests. Just as Fort seems to
have succeeded and is preparing to present his plan in the Kentucky Legislature, he is assassinated by the
central figure in the story, a misguided idealist who understands himself to be protecting the honor of a
woman. Having the only responsible political leader struck down at that moment underscores the tragedy
of the story. And in All the King’s Men. Warren points toward some future exercise o f statesmanship,
with the main action o f the story serving as preparatory education for the surviving characters. The
mature Jack Burden has placed his hopes in Hugh Miller, the one-time Attorney General who chose to
resign rather than condone the corruption o f the Willie Stark government. At the close o f the story, Miller
is the man Jack thinks is most likely to be capable o f bringing principled reform to government.
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polis, or social fabric, is the individual writ large.” 19 Warren explained that political,
economic, ethical, and metaphysical concerns are “all interrelated in fact”20 and that the
author who chooses to write about the political realm in any considerable depth perhaps
cannot avoid addressing interrelated questions, such as those o f philosophical
anthropology. Warren suggested in interviews that in his own work the individual
characters and the society are like mirrors set against one another: “the story o f the
society is reflected in the personal stories, the moral and psychological stories o f the
individual characters, and the other way around too: society then enacts these private
dramas.”21
Warren’s understanding o f the relation o f individual to society also has a
prescriptive aspect: to know what a political society should and can be, one must know
the aspirations and limitations o f man. In a recent survey o f political theory, the author
emphasizes how philosophical anthropology is fundamental to political theory: “What
we do and should do in politics rests on the question o f human nature,” and the whole
tradition o f political philosophizing may be understood as a quest to know what the
human being is.22 Any investigation into the best society (whether the best attainable or
the best simply) requires a knowledge o f what is highest or best in human nature.
19“Robert Penn Warren’s Love Affair with America,” Southern Review, n.s., 22 (1986): 672.
20“Emest Hemingway,” in Robert Penn Warren, New and Selected Essays. 195.
2I“Robert Penn Warren: An Interview,” by Marshall Walker, in Talking With Robert Penn
Warren. 156. Furthermore, Warren argued that the “moral regeneration of society depends not upon
shifts in mechanism but upon the moral regeneration o f man.” “‘The Great Mirage’: Conrad and
Nostromo.” in New and Selected Essays. 157.
22

Leslie Paul Thiele, Thinking Politics: Perspectives in Ancient. Modem, and Postmodern
Political Theory (Chatham, New Jersey: Chatham House Publishers, 1997), 31-32.
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Whether the individual has rights which must be respected by political authorities and
what those rights may be; to what extent individuals must be shaped by education,
religion, and law; and how a government should be structured to minimize injustice,
oppression, and lawlessness-all these questions of political theory depend directly upon
the theory of human nature.
In developing his concept o f human nature (especially with regard to individual
dignity and man’s flawed nature), Warren was deeply indebted to Christian philosophy
despite his lack o f religious belief.23 In a 1955 essay, for example, Warren pointed out
that modem republicanism assumes a theory of individualism inherited from
Christianity, according to which “every soul is valuable in God’s sight, and the story of
every soul is the story o f its self-definition for good or evil, salvation or damnation.”24
Every political society, Warren concluded, must recognize the higher faculties of the
human being and respect the dignity o f each individual. In this instance, Warren valued
the inheritance o f Christianity but hoped to possess it on terms different from those of
earlier generations; thus, the older emphasis on eternal salvation and damnation is
reinterpreted as secular “excellence” and “mediocrity.”25 More important, Warren
believed that the religious and philosophical doctrines of individual rights were nothing
more than human creations. Since man can not expect guidance from God or nature,

“ On Warren and religion, especially his description of himself as a “yeamer” or a “searcher,”
see Robert Koppelman, Robert Penn Warren’s Modernist Spirituality (Columbia: University o f Missouri
Press, 1990).
24“Knowledge and the Image of Man.” Sewanee Review 62 (Spring 1955): 182.
“ ibid.
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man has to create and live by certain illusions, and many o f the traditional illusions are
useful or edifying.26 Returning to the present point, Warren’s sketch o f man’s higher
nature is indebted to Christianity, as are, more obviously, his frequent references to
“original sin,” an issue to be explored in later chapters. In sum, Warren’s literaryphilosophical explorations o f man yielded a view o f human nature outwardly
resembling the traditional understanding o f man as a creature living in a middle state
between divinity and mere animality.27 In his more noble moments, Warren argued,
man has created valuable ideals which each generation must strive to realize.
A good regime requires prudent leaders to discover how these ideals are to be
realized or, in other words, to mediate between what is politically possible and what is
ideal. But lamentably, Warren implies, political leaders often try to jump outside o f the
human condition and seize one pole o f the tension between world and idea, facts and
values, the “is” and the “ought.” Like the connection between human nature and
politics, the question o f prudence recurs frequently in the history o f political philosophy.
Consider, for example, a passage from Book V, Chapter Seven o f Aristotle’s
Nicomachean Ethics. During his discussion o f justice in the polis, Aristotle recognizes
the distinction between natural right and legal right: matters o f natural right have the

26See, for example, Warren’s argument in his essay on Nostromo: “[A]gainst all reason man
insists, as man, on creating and trying to live by certain values. These values are, to use Conrad’s word,
‘illusions,’ but the last wisdom is for man to realize that though his values are illusions, the illusion is
necessary, is infinitely precious, is the mark of his human achievement, and is, in the end, his only truth.”
“‘The Great Mirage’: Conrad and Nostromo.” in New and Selected Essays. 149.
27Cleanth Brooks has noted the resemblance between Warren’s presentation o f the human
condition and Eric Voegelin’s reinterpretation o f the Platonic theory o f the metaxy. See “Robert Penn
Warren and American Idealism,” Sewanee Review 97 (Fall 1989): 586-91.
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same validity everywhere and do “not exist by people’s thinking this or that,” while
matters o f legal right (such as questions o f weights and measures) can originally take
one form or another indifferently, although once the form is prescribed, it becomes
decisive.28 As Aristotle noted, the Sophists and other schools denied the existence of
natural right or justice, thus reducing all questions o f justice to matters o f convention.
When they did speak o f natural laws, laws immutable and universally valid, they limited
the discussion to matters in the material world: fire bums both in Athens and in Persia,
whereas notions o f justice in Athens, Persia, and elsewhere vary greatly.29 Although
critical o f this rejection of the idea of natural justice, Aristotle recognized that the
conventionalist argument was “not true in this unqualified way” although “true in a
sense.” Among the gods, justice presumably does not change at all, “while with us there
is something that is just even by nature, yet all o f it is changeable.”30 What is right by
nature exists in a state o f “tension between divine immutable essence and human
existentially conditioned mutability,” and it follows that

28Nicomachean Ethics, trans. W. D. Ross, as revised by J. O. Urmson, in Vol. 2, The Complete
Works o f Aristotle: The Revised Oxford Translation. BoIIingen Series, ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton,
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1984), 1790-91.
JO

The Greeks o f Aristotle’s day could easily point to Herodotus for evidence supporting the fact
that ideas o f justice varied greatly, but the mere presence o f a great variety o f notions regarding right and
wrong is not at all incompatible with natural law theory; in fact, the discovery o f this variety is the
incentive, and perhaps even the essential condition, for natural right philosophizing. See Leo Strauss,
Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), 9-10.
30This passage could be interpreted narrowly as analogous to Aristotle’s later discussion (in
Book V, Chapter Ten) o f equity and legal justice, in which he defined equity as “a rectification of law in
so far as law is defective on account of its generality.” To illustrate: returning a deposit upon request of
the owner is “right by nature,” yet this rule would not apply if the owner intended to use the deposited
money to buy arms for an enemy. In this manner, natural right is subject to modification in light of
circumstances. Aristotle’s argument, however, seems to go further.
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what is right by nature is not given as an object about which one could
state correct propositions once and for all. Rather, it has its being in
naan’s concrete experiences o f a justice which is everywhere the same
and yet, in its realization, changeable and everywhere different.31
Man requires a virtue which can mediate between the essence o f justice or right and the
imperfect world in which he must act, and this power Aristotle calls phronesis, or
“prudence.” This understanding o f natural right makes clear the important role o f the
spoudaios (or spiritually mature man) in Aristotle’s ethical theory and also explains
Aristotle’s acceptance of several legitimate forms o f government, because only the
statesman could discern which form best fits his people and their circumstances. In
matters o f politics, Aristotle would argue, there is a great need for practical reason or
prudence to steer between the disruptive extremes o f what we may now imprecisely
refer to as pragmatism and idealism.
Warren’s high regard for political prudence, emphasizing the role o f
circumstances and an acceptance o f flawed human nature, reminds one of other
prominent political thinkers besides Aristotle. One could cite Richard Hooker’s late
sixteenth century argument against radical Puritans, who, being convinced that their
program was “the absolute commandment of almighty God,” seemed to believe that the
whole world must accept it, “although the world by receiving it should be clean turned
upside down.”32 Or one could mention Edmund Burke’s argument against the French
Revolution and the revolutionary doctrine o f individual rights. The rights belonging to
31“What Is Right by Nature?,” in Anamnesis, trans. Gerhart Niemeyer (Notre Dame, Indiana:
University o f Notre Dame Press, 1978), 60-62.
32Ofthe Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, ed. Arthur Stephen McGrade (Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press, 1989), 40.
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man in a hypothetical state o f nature, Burke said, are altered as man enters civil society,
much like a ray o f light is refracted and reflected when it passes through a dense
medium. Justifying extreme political action with clear and simple notions o f rights is
foolhardy and dangerous, for that would ignore the “gross and complicated mass o f
human passions and concerns” which are always present in every society. But even so,
Burke does not accept a politics based on expediency or utility. Speaking in the older
tradition of natural law philosophy, Burke concluded that “the rights o f men are in a sort
o f middle, incapable of definition, but not impossible to be discerned.”33 But more
prominent than Aristotle, Hooker, or Burke in Warren’s mind was Abraham Lincoln.
Warren argued that Lincoln’s humility and understanding o f human frailty prevented
him from casting the North as the side o f purity and virtue or as an army o f Christian
liberators. And even though he thought slavery an evil, Lincoln did not abandon his
sense o f what was politically possible. In The Legacy of the Civil War. Warren quoted
with approval T. Harry Williams’s observation that Lincoln’s “personal or inner
opinions were based on principle; his public or outer opinions were tempered by
empiricism.”34 To empiricism, one could also add a sense o f public duty. Lincoln
insisted that the abolition o f slavery must be a lower priority than the preservation o f the
Union; the latter was the clear duty o f his office, while the former (however desirable)
was not. As Lincoln explained in 1862, “My paramount object in this struggle is to save

33Reflections on the Revolution in France, in Edmund Burke, Selected Writings and Speeches.
ed. Peter J. Stanlis (Chicago: Regnery Gateway, 1963), 454.
34The Legacy of the Civil War: Meditations on the Centennial (New York: Random House,
1961; reprint, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1983), 17-18.
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the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the Union
without freeing any slave, I would do it.” And if saving the Union required freeing all
the slaves, or some but not others, he would accept that too as a necessary condition for
Union.35 As was true with Hooker and Burke, Lincoln accepted the role o f principles
and ideals in politics, yet rejected the demand that those ideals be realized fully and
immediately. Warren agreed with William James’s summary o f the situation: “There is
always a pinch between the ideal and the actual, which can only be got through by
leaving part o f the ideal behind.”36
To sum up: Robert Penn Warren was drawn to politics as a subject o f his work
(both non-fiction and fiction, poetry and novels) and approached political questions in a
philosophical spirit, searching for what he called the “meaning o f experience.” His
most frequent political subject, the tension between idealism and pragmatism, is a
perennial question o f political philosophy, and Warren aligned himself with those who
advocated prudence and reminded their readers o f man’s mixed nature. Man must keep
one eye on ideals and aspirations and the other on the imperfect world in which ideals
must be realized, the world in which the logos can be made flesh. This is the dominant
political and philosophical thread running through all o f Warren’s writings.

3SSee Abraham Lincoln’s letter to Horace Greely (August 22, 1862) and the Second Inaugural
Address (March 4, 1865), in American Literature: The Makers and the Making. Vol. 1, ed. Cleanth
Brooks, R.W.B. Lewis, and Robert Penn Warren (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1971), 1046-59. The
letter and address are also available in Abraham Lincoln, Speeches and Writings. 1859-1865 (New York:
The Library o f America, 1989), 357-58, 686-87. See also Lincoln’s “Meditation on the Divine Will” and
letter to Thurlow Reed (March 15, 1865), in Speeches and Writings. 359, 689.
36WilIiam James, “The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life,” in Writings. 1878-1899 (New
York: The Library of America, 1992), 608.
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In the following chapter, we return to Warren’s conception of the “philosophical
novelist” and, more generally, on the relation between poetry and philosophy and the
role o f the man o f letters. To illustrate how ideas worked their way into Warren’s
writing, we consider in detail Warren’s explanations o f how All the King’s Men was
written.
In Chapter Three, we examine in greater detail some o f the ideas presented in his
writings, beginning with the fundamental question o f Warren’s understanding o f human
nature and, more specifically, the well-documented fact that Warren did not believe in
the perfectibility o f man and the inevitability of progress. Warren’s principal work
exploring man’s flawed nature is his book-length poem, Brother to Dragons, first
published in 1953 and revised and reprinted in 1979. The story behind Brother to
Dragons involves the brutal murder of a young slave in Kentucky in 1811: After a slave
broke their mother’s china pitcher, Lilbume and Isham Lewis dismembered the boy with
a meat-axe while the other slaves looked on. What drew Warren to this story was not so
much the atrocity o f the act but the lineage o f the murderers. Lilbume and Isham Lewis
were the sons o f Lucy Jefferson Lewis, the sister of Thomas Jefferson. The fundamental
premise o f Brother to Dragons is that Jefferson-America’s philosopher o f liberty,
enlightenment, and rationality—was so shaken by the murder that he ultimately changed
his view of human nature. In a unspecified place and time, the cast o f voices in this tale
reassemble to meditate on the murder. Jefferson assumes the principal role among the
voices, for his coming to terms with his nephews’ act forms the central dramatic conflict
in the poem. Warren’s fictional Jefferson comes to realize the inadequacy of his “old

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

16

definition of man,” and in that respect, the drama of the poem constitutes, as Cleanth
Brooks put it, a direct challenge to “some o f the liberal secular ideas” o f the modem
age.37
Although Warren often spoke in terms o f “original sin” and “the fall o f man,” he
never subscribed to the doctrines o f Christianity or any other religion; Warren would say
that he was too modem and too influenced by naturalism to accept Christianity.38 But in
spite o f his grudging acceptance of naturalism, Warren insisted (contrary to Dreiser, for
example) that the idea o f virtue still had a place in modem life. In Chapter Four, we
turn to the question that Warren believed was “central in modem life,” namely, whether
man can “live on the purely naturalistic level.”39 Warren believed that mature persons
could bravely face the abyss and yet strive to formulate and realize worthy ideals; as
examples, Warren often cited Conrad and Melville. Warren believed that the typical
modem responses to naturalism, however, are far less healthy: Once the traditional
images of man and the universe lost their hold on the modem mind, many people were
inclined to sink into a directionless and narcissistic stupor (such as Jack Burden’s
“Great Sleep” in All the King’s Men), while others were drawn into radical and violent
political activism by a need to rebel against their own inner emptiness or fragmentation.
37“Experience Redeemed in Knowledge,” from The Hidden God: Studies in Hemingway.
Faulkner. Yeats. Eliot and Warren (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1963); reprinted in
Robert Penn Warren’s “Brother to Dragons”: A Discussion, ed. James A. Grimshaw, Jr. (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1983), 14.
38

“Strongly not a Christian believer, Warren nevertheless had Augustinian convictions as to sin,
error, guilt, and history.” Harold Bloom, “Foreword,” The Collected Poems of Robert Penn Warren.
xxiv.
39Robert Penn Warren, “The Present State o f Poetry: III. In the United States.” Kenvon Review 1
(Autumn 1939): 395-96.
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Warren insisted, though, that the traditional understanding o f human nature and the
related concepts o f virtue and sin allowed man to live meaningfully, took into account
human limitations, and, most important, could be separated from its underlying
Christian metaphysics. In other words, for Warren the validity o f the traditional ethical
and political ideals is in no way affected by the fact that they were created by man,
rather than delivered from a god or derived from a natural order.
Chapter Five approaches Warren’s idea o f tradition from a different perspective.
Warren insisted that traditional ethical ideals, as well as established institutions and
practices, were an especially necessary restraint in modem politics. While recognizing
the claims placed on government in modem democracies, Warren insisted that reform
movements operate within the framework o f tradition. For example, while Warren was
sympathetic to Huey Long’s political agenda, he could not tolerate the lack o f harmony
between ends and means. All the King’s Men may thus be read a rebuke to Willie
Stark’s claim that his actions were justified by the goals he was pursuing or by the role
he was playing in history.
Chapter Six focuses on Warren’s writings on American thought and history,
which was the principal (if not exclusive) subject o f his “political” writings after 1950.
Warren’s ideas regarding original sin, moral responsibility, the role o f history, and
idealism (both proper and perverse) all resurface in his later writings.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Ch a pter tw o
P h il o s o p h y a n d P o e t r y

Literature as Knowledge
Because most o f Warren’s political-philosophical explorations are expressed in
imaginative literature, it is necessary to address in more detail Warren’s understanding
o f the relation between philosophy and literature. Warren approved o f the tenet
associated with New Criticism that “literature is knowledge.” 1 He did not mean, o f
course, that literature is valuable to the extent that it conveys information about history
or sociology or about the psychology or culture o f the author.2 Rather, Warren argued
that the kind o f knowledge offered by literature is a “knowledge o f form,” and “the form
is the vision of experience, but o f experience fulfilled and redeemed in knowledge.”3
The emphasis on a critical engagement with reality leads us back to Warren’s earlier
formulation o f the philosophical novelist who urgently seeks to know “the meaning of
experience” and to embody it in his work.4

'Robert Penn Warren, “Knowledge and the Image of Man,” Sewanee Review 62 (Spring 1955):
191. See also Allen Tate, “Literature as Knowledge,” in Essavs of Four Decades. 72-105; Marc
Jancovic, The Cultural Politics of the New Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).
*■)

"Robert Penn Warren, “Knowledge and the Image o f Man,” 191.

3Ibid., 191-92. Warren continued: The “form” o f literature refers to “the organic relation among
all the elements of the work, including, most emphatically, those elements drawn from the actual world
and charged with all the urgencies of actuality, urgencies not to be denied but transmuted.”
4“The philosophical novelist, or poet, is one for whom the documentation of the world is
constantly striving to rise to the level o f generalization about values, for whom the image strives to rise to
symbol, for whom images always fall into a dialectical configuration, for whom the urgency of
experience, no matter how vividly and strongly experience may enchant, is the urgency to know the
meaning o f experience.” Robert Penn Warren, “‘The Great Mirage’: Conrad and Nostromo.” in New and
Selected Essavs (New York: Random House, 1989), 160.

18

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

19

Even so, a philosophical novelist is not necessarily a philosopher, and no one
would claim that Warren treated the problems o f politics with the clarity, precision, and
comprehensive vision that one finds in Aristotle or St. Thomas Aquinas or Thomas
Hobbes, for examples. Yet a work o f literature is intrinsically interesting to the student
o f philosophy, because competent works o f literature, like philosophical treatises,
embody and express a theme, which may be simply defined as a “comment on human
conduct and values” or “an interpretation o f life.”5 The editors o f a collection o f essays
on the relation of art to politics emphasize the same point: “It seems apparent,” they
write, that the poet and the philosophic statesman “occupy some o f the same ground and
pursue many o f the same objectives [such a s ] . . . a full picture o f complex human
reality” as it affects ethical choices, the relation o f the individual to society, and the
ability o f man to shape his future.6 In other words, the poet and the philosopher may
express, albeit in different forms, their accounts o f the same aspects o f reality.
Assuming that writers o f imaginative literature have ideas to express about
human life, we may proceed to the general question o f how such ideas (in this case,
political ideas) are expressed in literature. In several essays written over many years,
Warren spoke persuasively to the questions o f literature and ideas, the writer’s relation
sRobert Penn Warren, “A Poem of Pure Imagination: An Experiment in Reading,” in New and
Selected Essays. 337-38; Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, Understanding Poetry. 4th ed. (Fort
Worth, Texas: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1976), 269.
6Benjamin R. Barber and Michael J. G. McGrath, “Introduction,” The Artist and Political Vision
(New Brunswick, New Jersey: Transaction Books, 1982), ix. See also Martha C. Nussbaum,
“Introduction: Form and Content, Philosophy and Literature,” in Love’s Knowledge: Essays on
Philosophy and Literature (New York: Oxford University Press. 1990), 15. Discussing the famous
“ancient quarrel” between philosophy and poetry, Professor Nussbaum pointed out that the “quarrel”
Plato described “could be called a quarrel only because it was about a single subject. That subject was
human life and how to live it.”
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to society, the distinction between political art and propaganda, and the political
relevance o f literature.
In 1936 Warren approached the problem of the relation between writer and
society by comparing the “regional” writer and the “proletarian” writer and their
methods o f expressing ideas in literature. In “Literature as a Symptom,” Warren argued
that the regional writer and the proletarian writer o f the 1930s had in common a sense o f
profound dissatisfaction with the writer’s place in society.7 Warren, too, perceived a
sense o f separateness or alienation from society, noting that “something that once bound
author and audience together, some common tie of values... is lost.” Part o f the change
in the writer’s status is associated with a change in the dominant metaphysic. In earli er
times, the relevance o f literature followed from a firm belief that since man is an actor
in an eternal drama, representations o f human action possess an inherent interest and
dignity, but that belief was no longer presupposed in the twentieth century. Another
cause o f the modem writer’s alienation was a general debasement o f taste and
education, which seemed linked to the rise o f mass democracy and commercialism.
Warren’s contemporaries in the regional and proletarian movements had their own
explanations o f alienation and sought to close this gap between artist and society by am
act of the will. These approaches to writing-one dramatizing the virtues o f the
remembered past, the other opposing the present tawdriness to the promise o f

?“Literature as a Symptom,” in Who Owns America? A New Declaration o f Independence, ecfl.
Herbert Agar and Allen Tate (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1936), 264-79. The quotations in tlhis
paragraph are taken from pages 264-66, 270-71, and 276.
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socialism-gave the writer a newfound sense o f political importance. Writing a novel
was an act o f political persuasion.
Despite the shortcomings o f proletarian writers and some regionalist writers,
Warren did not repudiate the idea that the artist should act as a social critic. Early in the
essay, Warren declared that the poet has always had the “responsibility o f inspecting the
aims o f society. . . . and of pondering the inevitable puzzles proposed to him by the
spectacle o f human existence.”8 But, Warren added, there are at least two motives that
might lead the writer into such activity. Learning the differences between the two will
reveal more clearly Warren’s position on the writer’s relation to society.
One reason for engaging in social critique as a writer is mere “self-expression,”
which would include expression o f the writer’s political beliefs. In this case the writer
may become an activist and his work a political instrument. While the regionalist was
also tempted to let his writing function as propaganda,9 this problem especially plagued
the proletarian writer. For example, in his introduction to the 1935 anthology o f
Proletarian Literature in the United States. Joseph Freeman began by noting how the
Communist writer frankly admits that art “is an instrument in the class struggle [and]
must be developed by the proletariat as one o f its weapons.” Freeman then
distinguished between a mere “agitator” who merely repeats party theses and a true
proletarian writer who instead communicates the experiences that give rise to the
8Ibid., 267.
9Ibid., 267-68, 274. See also Robert Penn Warren, “Some Don’ts for Literary Regionalists,”
American Review 8 (December 1936): 150. The danger in regionalism, Warren pointed out, “lies in its
last syllable, in the ism." The reduction o f regional writing to local color (or regionalism) suggests a lack
o f critical intelligence and an unwillingness to ponder the “spectacle of human existence.” Ibid.
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socialist doctrine. Freeman thus encouraged socialists to abandon abstract and didactic
novels and instead focus on concrete experiences o f social injustice.10 But Warren
subjected this argument to further scrutiny and argued that “realistic” portrayals o f the
proletariat’s troubles are often not realistic enough. If the writer closely examines a
sufficient number o f these concrete experiences, he will often discover that people act
from mixed motives, that all virtue does not reside in one camp, that discontinuities
occur between intentions and results. Whether from introspection or from the study of
history, a mature writer should have acquired a sufficiently realistic understanding o f
man so that he is wary o f facile solutions to complicated social problems. From these
philosophical convictions comes Warren’s conclusion to “Literature as a Symptom” that
the ideology of the proletarian writer can not bear the weight of experience in all its
complexity. Since that writer will be unable to effect a true marriage of theme and
subject matter, or o f ideas and experience, he will become “committed to a program of
perpetually illustrating and schematizing his ideas in creaking structures o f plot, wooden
marionettes o f character, and abstract and rhetorical dialogue.”11 Ideological writers
accept only half o f the artist’s responsibility: they desire to inspect and critique the aims
o f society but do not devote adequate attention to the inevitable puzzles o f life.12
10Joseph Freeman, “Introduction,” Proletarian Literature in the United States, ed. Granville
Hicks, Michael Gold, et. al. (New York: International Publishers, 1935), 9-13. On the dissension among
Marxist critics in this era, see Vincent B. Leitch, American Literary Criticism from the Thirties to the
Eighties (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 5-24.
1'“Literature as a Symptom,” 278-79.
l2Warren reaffirmed this general position in a 1970 interview. He argued that “passionate
involvements are fundamental to strong art, and times o f trouble give us our most powerfiil images for art.
But part of the artist’s job is to understand his own passion. And the fashionable, even in passion, is the
enemy of all art.” “A Conversation with Robert Penn Warren,” an interview by Ruth Fisher, in Floyd C.
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The second reason why a writer engages in social criticism involves nothing less
than his desire to fulfill his duties as a human being and as a citizen. As a human being,
the writer naturally yearns to understand man and the world in all their complexity.13 As
an artist, he attempts to wed his philosophical speculations to his chosen subject matter.
Given this critical attention, his work approaches a sort o f “objectivity,” as opposed to
mere self-expression. As a citizen, the writer performs an essential civic function by
simply writing; indeed, writing could be “the most significant part” o f one’s role as a
citizen.14 Warren did not pursue this argument in great detail, but it appears that he
intended a reply to fellow Agrarian Donald Davidson’s argument in “A Mirror for
Artists.”15 Davidson’s essay also begins with thoughts on the modem artist’s sense o f
dislocation in a society that does not recognize his scale of values. After going into
considerable detail about the true leisure which art demands, modem society’s tendency
to convert art into a mere commodity, and modem writers’ escape into nostalgia or
obscurantism, Davidson revealed the artist’s best strategy for restoring the lost harmony
between himself and society: artists must participate in political movements-even to the
point o f running for offtce-in order to restore the social and economic conditions

Watkins, John T. Hiers, and Mary Lousie Weaks, eds., Talking with Robert Penn Warren (Athens:
University of Georgia Press, 1990), 184-85.
I3Furthermore, the “study of the springs of human conduct and the representation of human
conduct are important and positive because the human creature possesses an inalienable dignity and
interest.” Robert Penn Warren, “Literature as a Symptom,” 267.
I4Ibid„ 267.
I5See Donald Davidson, “A Mirror for Artists,” in Twelve Southerners, I’ll Take Mv Stand: The
South and the Agrarian Tradition (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1930; reprint, Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1978), 28-60.
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favorable to the aesthetic, religious, and humanistic life. Waging this fight is their duty
as “persons,” even though it runs counter to their duty as artists. In a time o f social
disorder, Davidson concluded, the writer “must be a person first o f all, even though for
the time being he may become less o f an artist. He must enter the common arena and
become a citizen.” 16 Thus Davidson, at least in 1930, tended to separate the realm o f
writer and citizen in a manner that was foreign to Warren’s way o f thinking.
Warren supposed that a writer could fulfill his duties o f citizenship in the “pre
political” arena that T. S. Eliot would describe years later in his essay on “The Literature
o f Politics.”17 With regard to political participants, Eliot argued that a healthy society
should exhibit a gradation o f types, divided according to the distinction between thought
and action. At one extreme is the philosopher, concerned only with truth itself and “not
with its promulgation and still less with its translation into action.” At the other
extreme is the political actor who eschews general ideas yet possesses “native good
sense.” Between these extremes, Eliot concluded, one will find many kinds o f political
thinking, although there should be “no breach of continuity between them.” Later in the
essay, Eliot placed himself on that continuum much nearer to the philosophical side.
Realizing that his activity as a poet and critic is not commonly considered to be
political, Eliot conceded that such work may be better described as “pre-political,” but
he insisted on the importance o f the pre-political area because it “is the stratum down to

16Ibid„ 60.
17T. S. Eliot, “The Literature o f Politics,” in To Criticize the Critic and Other Writings (New
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1965), 136-44.
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which any sound political thinking must push its roots, and from which it must derive
its nourishment.” Consequently, the pre-political is the realm o f fundamental questions
which no philosophy can avoid: “What is Man? What are his limitations? What is his
misery and what his greatness? And what, finally, his destiny?” 18 As Warren
explained, the writer in a disordered society need not enter debates on public policy, but
he may perform as a responsible critic who, rather than inciting the reader to specific
political actions, conveys to his audience “the values on which action may be
grounded.” 19
The subtlety o f Warren’s argument in “Literature as a Symptom” was easily
overlooked during the contentious debate in American literary circles between 1930 and
1950 about the relation o f art to politics. In 1934 Warren noted how many influential
poets and critics insisted on a false opposition between literature as propaganda and
literature as “an asocial and autonomous formal activity.”20 On this latter point, Warren
was very critical of the early work of Archibald MacLeish. In a review o f MacLeish’s
Poems. 1924-1933. Warren complained o f the false dilemma implied by two wellknown passages from his poetry: “A poem should not mean / But be,” and “Is it just to
demand o f us also to bear arms?”21 For MacLeish, all poetry involving ideas was,

l8Ibid.
l9Warren used this phrase when asked about the value of “protest art.” See “A Conversation
with Robert Penn Warren,” an interview by Ruth Fisher, in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 184.
20Mark Jancovic, The Cultural Politics of the New Criticism. 61.
2IThese are the closing lines to “Ars Poetica” (1926) and the ironic “Invocation to the Social
Muse” (1932). The “us” in the second line refers, o f course, to poets. See Archibald MacLeish,
Collected Poems. 1917-1982 fBoston: Houghton Mifflin, 1985), 106-7, 295-97.
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almost by definition, propaganda (bearing arms). Warren acknowledged that MacLeish
was a powerful lyricist who could skillfully evoke a “mood” and produce “the simple,
broad, uncontradictory effect,” but by purging his poems o f all tension and drama, and
thereby allowing only a single impulse requiring no resolution, MacLeish exhibited “a
certain formlessness, a defect in logic.” This “anti-intellectualism,” as Warren called it,
“does not recognize any complexities in human nature or experience that are worth any
great trouble on the poet’s part to differentiate.”22
During the mid-1930s, however, MacLeish changed his mind and joined the side
o f “committed literature.” His new sense o f the poet’s relation to society is reflected in
his volume o f poetry entitled Public Speech (1936), an essay on “Public Speech and
Private Speech in Poetry” (1938), a long poem entitled America Was Promises (1939),
and a notorious address on “The Irresponsibles” (1940), in which he argued that his
fellow writers were failing America (and Western civilization in general) because of
their passionate devotion to detached observation. In America Was Promises. MacLeish
performed what he considered the poet’s duty at that time: he exhorted his audience to
realize the liberal and democratic promise o f America. In the face of the Stalinist and
Fascist threats, the artist could no longer abdicate his social responsibility and write
poems or novels devoid o f ideas; he must instead “take the weapon o f his words and
carry it to the barricades o f intellectual warfare.”23 Warren, as we shall soon see,
22“TweIve Poets.” American Review 3 (May 1934): 213-16.
^ “The Irresponsibles,” in A Time to Speak: The Selected Prose of Archibald MacLeish (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1941), 118-20. On the new direction in MacLeish’s poetry, see Scott
Donaldson, in collaboration with R. H. Winnock, Archibald MacLeish: An American Life (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1992).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

27

objected to MacLeish’s later view as vigorously as he did to the earlier one. It should be
clear enough by now that Warren did not subscribe to any theory that would banish
ideas from poetry or would preclude social criticism in literature. The issue between
Warren and the later MacLeish is the method o f presenting those ideas in art.
To understand how Warren thought ideas should be presented in art, we must
turn away from MacLeish for a moment to consider tw o other essays o f this period: Van
Wyck Brooks’s Opinions o f Oliver Allston and Herbent J. Muller’s “The New Criticism
in Poetry.”24 Both works develop arguments similar to* MacLeish’s, and both have the
added benefit o f being reviewed by Warren. Van W yck Brooks, one o f MacLeish’s
closest allies,25 contributed to the discussion a neat division o f contemporary writing
into “primary literature” and “coterie literature.” Primary literature favored “what
psychologists call the life-drive,” taking as its themes those virtues by which the human
race has risen: courage, justice, mercy, honor, and lover. Furthermore, it “presupposed a
faith in progress, which was the inevitable offshoot o f a prior faith, the faith in human
nature and human goodness.” Coterie literature, on th e other hand, while still the
dominant mode o f writing in the modem world, was obscure and cynical. Van Wyck
Brooks was convinced that Eliot, Hemingway, Faulkner, Dreiser, Ransom, and many
others were “bent on proving that life is a dark little po-cket.”26 As Brooks was writing

24Van Wyck Brooks, Opinions of Oliver Allston fNew York: E. P. Dutton and Company, 1941);
Herbert J. Muller, “The New Criticism in Poetry,” Southern Revieiw. o.s., 6 (Spring 1941): 811-39.
25See Archibald MacLeish: An American Life. 335. See also James Hoopes, Van Wvck Brooks:
In Search of American Culture (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1977), 209, 236-37.
26Opinions of Oliver Allston. 211, 229, 195. “Oliver Allston,” incidentally, was Van Wyck
Brooks’s pen name for this book.
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in 1941, he worried that because o f their negativity, these coterie writers would not be
able to sustain America’s faith as she struggled against the Nazis.27 Continuing along
the same lines, Herbert J. Muller questioned the growing critical emphasis on irony. In
his review-essay, “The New Criticism in Poetry,” Muller argued instead that a poet’s
reliance on irony is often a moral (and presumably aesthetic) fault, for it suggests that he
is afraid o f “really committing” himself to a simple and forthright “expression o f a faith
or an ideal.”28 Muller added that the twentieth century poet must not fear commitment
to ideals. The Western poetic tradition was on the side o f those who preferred
statements o f ideas in their poetry; almost all great poets o f the past had chosen to make
grand yet simple credos an integral part o f their poetry.
Two years after Muller published his review, Warren came to the defense o f the
New Criticism and o f irony in his essay on “Pure and Impure Poetry.” Against Muller,
Warren argued that the better poets have indeed purged the statement o f ideas from their
poems, and they have done so in order to allow ideas to participate “more fully,
intensely, and immediately” through images “in which precision, complication, and
complicated intellectual relation to the theme are exploited.”29 Warren continued:

27In his review of The Opinions o f Oliver Allston. Warren questioned the easy optimism about
ideals and morals. Regarding the liberal virtues found in primary literature, Warren noted that the
meanings of justice, mercy, and love are notoriously difficult to discern in application-“and literature is
concerned with application.” Furthermore, Warren interpreted Brooks’s demand that a work o f art clearly
reflect the principles o f liberal democracy as a silly yet dangerous longing for a “national line” in
literature. “Homage to Oliver Allston.” Kenvon Review 4 (Spring 1942): 262-63.
28“The New Criticism in Poetry,” 823-24. In this passage, Muller is discussing Cleanth Brooks’s
Modem Poetry and the Tradition (Chapel Hill: University o f North Carolina Press, 1939). See also
Muller’s Modem Fiction: A Study of Values (New York: Funk and Wagnalls Company, 1937).
29“Pure and Impure Poetry,” in New and Selected Essays. 23.
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Poets have tried very hard, for thousands o f years, to say what they mean.
Not only have they tried to say what mean, they have tried to prove what
they mean. The saint proves his vision by stepping cheerfully into the
fires. The poet, somewhat less spectacularly, proves his vision by
submitting it to the fires o f irony-to the drama o f his structure-in the
hope that the fires will refine it. In other words, the poet wishes to
indicate that his vision has been earned, that it can survive reference to
the complexities and contradictions of experience.30
Then, with Archibald MacLeish and Van Wyck Brooks clearly in mind, Warren
criticized the numerous
attempts to legislate literature into becoming a simple, unqualified,
“pure” statement o f faith and ideals. We have seen the writers o f the
1920s called the “irresponsibles.” We have seen writers such as Proust,
Eliot, Dreiser, and Faulkner called writers o f the “death drive.” Why are
these writers condemned? Because they have tried, within the limits of
their gifts, to remain faithful to the complexities o f the problems with
which they are dealing, because they have refused to take the easy
statement as solution, because they have tried to define the context in
which, and the terms by which, faith and ideals may be earned.31
Warren thus took his stand against what the Marxian Partisan Review called the
“Brooks-MacLeish thesis”32 on the same principle which he had used earlier to critique
proletarian literature: both tended to deem literary value a function o f clearly expressing
the correct political or moral position. This didactic or moralistic approach to reading
misunderstands the function o f ideas in poetry and the role of the poet in society. And
by failing to “earn” his vision, the overtly political poet has in fact shirked his
responsibility as a person, as a writer, and as a citizen.

30Ibid„ 26.
3'lbid., 27. On the “writers o f the ‘death-drive,’” see Van Wyck Brooks, “Coterie-Literature,”
Chapter 19 o f The Opinions of Oliver Allston.
32Partisan Review 9 (January-February, 1942), 38-47.
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The debate over the political relevance o f literature resurfaced in different
contexts in the 1960s and 1970s. Warren again found fault with writers who relied on
simple statements o f ideas or failed to subject their material to close scrutiny. What
makes literature truly relevant, Warren argued, is its compelling account o f human
action which reminds us o f the “fullness of our own nature, for good and for evil.”33 To
a great extent, Warren’s argument o f 1970 restates his earlier themes of pondering the
puzzles o f human existence and resisting the easy statement o f ideas in poetry, but these
later essays are distinguished by the numerous examples he adduces o f writers acting as
social critics.
In “Faulkner, the South, the Negro, and Time,” Warren again addressed the
question o f literature’s relevance in the modem world. Faulkner was no reactionary or
misanthrope, Warren said, but he surely remembered that the future is open-ended and
that every gain society makes carries with it “a possible liability”- a fact often forgotten
during times o f relative ease. He continued:
This is where the question o f the “relevance” of literature comes in. As a
kind o f short-hand, we may say that literature may carry a sort o f built-in
rebuke to the hubris o f its age, and that the more powerful the drives of
an age and the more successful they appear, the more powerful, radical,
and complex may be the literature o f “rebuke.”34

33See Warren’s 1970 National Medal o f Literature Acceptance Speech, published as “Relevance
Without Meaning,” Intercollegiate Review 7 (Spring 1971): 149-52; as “Are Writers Relevant?,”
Dialogue 4 (1971): 89-94; and as “Hawthorne Was Relevant,” Nathaniel Hawthorne Journal 2 (1972): 8589. One aspect of human nature which Warren names is “what we used to refer to as Original Sin.” On
this account, Hawthorne, with his complex vision of the soul, was far more relevant than his contemporary
Emerson, who thought himself relevant to the point of being a prophet.
34“Faulkner, the South, the Negro, and Time,” in Faulkner: A Collection o f Critical Essays.
edited by Robert Penn Warren (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1966), 254.
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The Athenian and Elizabethan tragedians, the English Romantics, Hawthorne, Melville,
Twain, and Dreiser all wrote in ages o f transition and warned their readers o f possible
liabilities. To mention only one example, when Aeschylus presented the Oresteia in 458
B.C., Athens had just emerged as an imperial power and a democracy under Pericles.
As E. R. Dodds put it, this “was a moment of high hope, but also o f grave danger.. . .
All turned on what Athena prays f o r . . . , the agathe dianoia o f the people.”35 The
Furies, who threatened to bring ruin to the land, were subdued and incorporated into the
city, although Athena described this arrangement as conditional: “While with good will
you hold in high honor these spirits, their will shall be good.”36 Aeschylus’s drama
emphasized the precarious triumph o f Athenian power and served to warn his audience
against hybris. Even in modem literature, Warren argued, the form o f the rebuke is
“mythic” in the sense that the author dramatizes “clashes o f value in a root way.”37
The clashing values that Faulkner and other American writers (including
Warren) have dramatized can often be described in terms of, on one hand, an
acquisitiveness and spurious moral innocence associated with radical individualism,
and, on the other hand, a conception o f man and history indebted to classical and
Christian elements o f Western civilization. As Warren would write in Democracy and
Poetry (1975), many American authors o f the nineteenth and twentieth centuries feared

35“MoraIs and Politics in the Oresteia.” in The Ancient Concept o f Progress and Other Essays on
Greek Literature and Belief ('Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), 62.
36Eumenides 990-95, trans. Richmond Lattimore (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1953).
37“Faulkner, the South, the Negro, and Time,” 255.
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that the new values o f the “American Adam” threatened to destroy the older values
associated with the original spirit o f America. They felt compelled to address
the tragic ambiguity o f the fact that the spirit o f the nation we had
promised to create has often been the victim o f our astounding objective
success, and that, in our success, we have put at pawn the very essence o f
the nation we had promised to create—that essence being the concept o f
the free man, the responsible self.38
The writers whom Warren discussed in Democracy and Poetry were diagnosticians in
some sense, exploring in their work the decay o f the concept o f self in an expanding
America. Warren’s notion o f the self involves a sense o f continuity (“the self as a
development in time, with a past and a future”) and o f responsibility (“the self as a
moral identity, recognizing itself as capable o f action worthy o f praise or blame”).39
This notion o f the self has suffered in the past few centuries under philosophical,
political, social, and economic pressures. Warren chronicles this perceived decline by
analyzing “as a social document” the work o f such writers as Emerson, Cooper,
Thoreau, Melville, Howells, Twain, James, Dreiser, Fitzgerald, and Faulkner.40 To gain
some understanding o f how Warren read these authors who explored this philosophical
theme, let us briefly consider two examples: Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in
King Arthur’s Court (1889) and Theodore Dreiser’s An American Tragedy (1925).
Warren reads Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court as a dire
warning about certain tendencies o f American democracy. Hank Morgan, the novel’s

38Pemocracv and Poetry (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1975), 31.
39Ibid., xii-xiii.
40Ibid., 42.
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protagonist, finds himself mysteriously transported to Arthurian Britain, and believing
that he can “invent, contrive, create” anything, he resolves to bring the blessings o f
technological civilization to the people. (And as Warren notes, “this mission of
humanitarian improvement goes hand in glove . . . with Hank’s program to become the
‘Boss.’”) He experiences some early success, but when the people resist his farreaching plans, and the actual material cannot be made to fit the abstract plan, Hank
declares war on the “forces o f darkness.” In the final battle o f the Sand-Belt, Hank must
defend his small republic against some twenty-five thousand knights. Despite being
outnumbered, he taunts the opposing commander: “Reflect: we are well-equipped, well
fortified, we number fifty-four. Fifty-four what? Men? No, minds-the capablest in the
world.” When the knights refuse to surrender, Hank retreats into Merlin’s Cave and
surrounds it with land mines and a series o f electric fences. The destruction o f life is
stupendous, with the knights either reduced to “homogenous protoplasm, with alloys o f
iron and buttons” or electrocuted on the fences. Indeed, the fences work too well: Hank
and his men are trapped in the cave, surrounded by thick walls o f putrescent knights.
Hank, in a famous phrase, cynically refers to these persons whom he had once hoped to
liberate through reason and technology as “human muck.” This phrase signifies for
Warren an end o f “faith in the common sense o f the common man,” for the overzealous
reformer no longer sees his people as individuals. The dramatic action as a whole acts
as a warning about the possible liabilities o f idealism as it operates in colonialism,
millenialism o f various kinds, and even in the modem welfare state, where “a rational
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order demands centralized authority, and ironically the effort to free man may end in a
new form o f tyranny.”41
Dreiser explored a different form o f tyranny in An American Tragedy. The
action o f the novel presupposed a new American society distinguished by an aspiring
middle class and a shift in economic emphasis from production to consumption. Clyde
Griffiths clearly belongs to this new age of modem advertising; he is, in W arren’s
words, “the bom consumer, with the passivity o f the consumer, whose wishes are not
only gratified, but created by the purveyor o f goods.” Spurred by dreams o f easy
success, his life becomes a pursuit o f “fictive selves” set apart from his past and not
restrained by a sense o f moral responsibility. He escapes from his fam ily and their
values and reclaims a family connection only when profitable to do so. And when
Roberta, pregnant with his child, stands in the way o f his pursuing Sondra (who gave
Clyde a “curiously stinging sense o f what it was to want and not to have”), Clyde plots
Roberta’s death. Clyde’s lack o f moral responsibility and self-awareness is effectively
dramatized at the end o f the novel, when he goes to his execution neither understanding
the nature o f his act nor knowing “whether he has truly repented and now trusts God.”
An American Tragedy presents in an extreme form an unhealthy relation o f the self to
society; it is the “story o f the individual without identity, whose responsible self has
been absorbed by the great machine o f modem industrial secularized society.”42
4'ibid., 19-21. See Chapters 42-44 o f A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. See also
Warren’s essay “Mark Twain,” in New and Selected Essays. 129-35.
42Ibid., 25-27. See also Robert Penn Warren, “An American Tragedy.” Yale Review 52
(October 1962): 1-15; and Homage to Theodore Dreiser. Throughout his exposition o f Twain and
Dreiser, Warren reminded his readers that the incisive dramatization o f the decline o f the responsible self
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To sum up: Warren argued consistently throughout his long career that the writer
has a duty both as an artist and as a citizen to know the meaning o f experience, inspect
the aims o f his society, generalize about values while at the same time recognizing the
complexity o f experience, and allow ideas to participate in his work through complex
and precise images. Fortunately for the critic, Warren left behind a record of how this
process developed in the composition o f All the King’s Men.
The Storv o f A ll the K in s ’s Men
All the King’s Men, as one critic argued, is the benchmark against which all
other American political novels are measured.43 Surely much o f the novel’s success is
due to the number and interrelatedness o f its themes, the richness o f its images and
symbols, the narrative movement backward and forward in time that “gives a sense of
all time present at once,”44 and, at the most basic level o f action, the two counter
pointed plot lines. Given the complexity o f the novel, it seems proper to review the
basic story before studying Warren’s account of how the novel was written.4S

constitutes only part of these novels’ thematic concerns. Furthermore, the form and the content of the
novels can not be neatly separated: for example, Dreiser’s method o f presenting Clyde to the reader, the
many “intermingled images,” the occasional shift o f narrative focus “from involvement to detachment,”
and the adroit use o f numerous minor characters, are all intimately related to the theme itself. See “An
American Tragedy.” 5-11. To discuss An American Tragedy or any other work o f literature as a comment
on political and social concerns thus demands a certain level o f abstraction.
43Harold Woodell, “All the King’s Men”: The Search for a Usable Past (New York: Twayne
Publishers, 1993), 9.
44L. Hugh Moore, Jr. Robert Penn Warren and History: “The Big Myth We Live” (The Hague:
Mouton, 1970: 101-2.
45See All the King’s Men (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1946; reprint, San Diego: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1990). Citations to All the King’s Men will be to the 1990 “HBJ Modem Classics” edition
and will be made parenthetically.
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The political story o f Willie Stark begins in the summer o f 1922. At the time,
young Jack Burden was a reporter for the largest and most influential newspaper in the
state. Having grown displeased with the state’s political machine, the newspaper
decided to weaken the machine’s county substructure and sent Jack to one o f the
“redneck” counties to write about fraud in county government (76). The fraud in Mason
County involved a school construction contract awarded to the county commissioner’s
brother-in-law, whose bid was high and expertise doubtful (72). The only person to
object was the county treasurer, Willie Stark. Since the local newspaper refused to
publicize Stark’s charges, and those citizens who knew about the fraud did not care,
Stark’s crusade failed. The county machine forced Stark out o f office, and the school
was built as planned. Stark was vindicated two years later when, during a fire drill at
the new school, the children were filing down the iron stairs on the outside wall of the
building, and the moorings fell away from the “politics-rotten bricks”46 with which the
school had been built. At a funeral for one of the children who was killed, the child’s
father embraced Willie and cried out, “Oh, God, I am punished for accepting iniquity
and voting against an honest man!” (78). “It brought the house down,” Jack said, and
soon Willie Stark “had Mason county in the palm of his hand” (78).
Aware o f Stark’s growing influence in the rural counties, the leaders o f the state
political machine persuaded Stark to run for governor in 1926. They knew that Stark’s
candidacy would split the rural vote and ensure the re-election o f Governor Harrison,

46This phrase appears only in AH the King’s Men: A Play (New York: Random House, I960),
35.
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who attended to the needs o f urban, corporate, and financial interests. Earnest but self
deluded, Willie Stark thought it his calling to be governor and entered the race. He was
a vigorous but ineffective campaigner whose speeches were long on principles and short
on promises, and who gave the voters “facts and figures” rather than typical political
oratory (83-84). Jack Burden was then assigned to cover Stark’s campaign and soon
befriended both Stark and Sadie Burke, a political underling in the machine who had
taken over as Willie’s chief advisor and manager. Sadie soon found the situation
unbearable: she was disgusted at the men who orchestrated this plan and angry at Willie
for being gullible. After Sadie finally explained to Willie how he was being used by the
machine, he exposed the plot at his next speech. He then announced that he would
withdraw from the race and support MacMurfee, the opponent of the political machine
and the more popular candidate among rural voters. This sensational disclosure, plus
Stark’s tireless campaigning for MacMurfee, doomed the Harrison campaign. Willie
Stark returned to Mason City to practice law, and over the next few years, realized that
MacMurfee was unable or unwilling to fulfill the campaign promises he had made. So,
in the 1930 Democratic primary, Willie Stark challenged the sitting governor and won.
Jack Burden did not see Willie Stark between the end of the 1926 campaign and
the beginning o f the 1930 campaign. A change had come over Stark, the difference
indicated by Jack’s often-repeated dichotomy o f “Cousin Willie from the country” and
“the Boss” who came to dominate state politics. By 1930 Stark had become the power
politician, seizing every available means to gain power for himself and to advance his
own vision o f what the state needed. During his first term, Governor Stark delivered
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those goods others had only spoken about: better roads, poor relief, support for public
schools, and income and mineral extraction taxes.
Also during his first term, Stark hired Jack Burden as an assistant. Taking this
position was the turning point in Jack’s life. Jack was bom shortly before the turn o f the
century in Burden’s Landing, a coastal town named for his ancestors, and rather early in
Jack’s fife, his father, often referred to as “the Scholarly Attorney,” left his mother (for
reasons unknown until late in the story) and went into the city to preach to and care for
the poor. A succession o f stepfathers—the Tycoon, the Count, the Young Executivepassed through the Burden house. Jack despised them all and came to believe his
mother was manipulative, vapid, and vain. The times he cherished most were spent
with the families closest to them, the Irwins and the Stantons. Judge Montague Irwin,
assuming a few o f the paternal duties, spent time with Jack duck-hunting and building
military models. Governor Stanton’s children-Adam, who was Jack’s age, and Anne,
who was four years younger than the boys—were the friends of Jack’s childhood. Jack
recounts in great detail the summers just before and while he went to college. During
one o f these summers, Jack fell in love with Anne (or more precisely, with an image o f
Anne), and they were engaged to be married, but Anne, sensing that Jack lacked any
direction or purpose in life, ultimately broke the engagement. Jack entered and was
dismissed from law school, found a job as a journalist, and eventually stumbled into
graduate study in American history and, as part o f his doctoral dissertation, proposed to
edit the journal o f his great uncle, Cass Mastem.
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Cass Mastem and his brother Gilbert, fifteen years older than Cass, were bom in
poverty in rural Georgia. By 1850 Gilbert had escaped to Mississippi and made a
fortune planting cotton. After their parents died, Gilbert brought Cass to Mississippi,
purchased a small plantation for him, had him tutored, and then sent him to
Transylvania College, where Cass found “darkness and trouble” (195). He began a two
year “period o f intrigue” with the unhappy wife o f his friend and benefactor, Duncan
Trice (198). When Duncan learned o f the affair, he committed suicide. His death
appeared to be an accident while cleaning a set o f pistols, but to let his wife, Annabelle,
know that he was aware o f her unfaithfulness and that his death was indeed intentional,
Duncan had earlier removed his wedding ring and placed it under her pillow (211).
Duncan’s plan went slightly awry, for Annabelle’s slave maidservant, Phebe, was
actually the one who found the ring. Annabelle, not being able to withstand the
knowing and accusing look o f the slave, quickly sold her to slave traders who took her
downriver. Profoundly shaken, Cass wrote in his journal that
. . . . all o f these things—the death o f my friend, the betrayal o f Phebe, the
suffering and rage and great change o f the woman I had loved-all had
come from my single act o f sin and perfidy.. . . [It] was as though the
vibration set up in the whole fabric of the world by my act had spread
infinitely and with ever increasing power and no man could know the
end (214).
Cass Mastem spent the rest o f his life trying to atone for his sin.
Editing the Cass Mastem journal provided Jack the first real opportunity to
address the problem o f his spiritual drift, but he could not finish the editing. Jack
Burden had no such strength o f character and could neither understand nor bear
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comparison with his kinsman. He put aside the journal and entered into a period which
he later called “the Great Sleep,” never working but only sleeping half the day and
dreaming that he was a deep-sea diver “groping downward into dark water for
something which may be there” (228). Since Jack Burden could not finish his doctoral
degree, he returned to his job at the city newspaper. Jack tells the reader little about his
life as a journalist, although what we know points toward immaturity and solipsism.
Almost as a rebuke to Anne Stanton, Jack rushed into a short-lived marriage with a girl
whom he loved only as a “machine for provoking and satisfying the appetite” (367).
When that relationship reached its end, Jack began to sleep again and to draw inward.
After years o f drifting, Jack gladly accepted the job offer from Willie Stark in
1931. The reader gradually learns some of the subtle reasons why Jack becomes an aide
to Stark and, more generally, why his life lacks any direction. Without reducing Jack’s
dilemma to a case study in psychology, one recognizes Jack’s attraction to Willie as an
attempt to find a substitute father; Jack thought Ellis Burden was weak and misguided
for abandoning the family and working as a missionary. Another related reason for
Jack’s involvement with Stark is a more general desire to repudiate his heritage and
forge a new identity. The old elite, o f which Jack was a part, feared that too many taxes
would drive out industry and jobs and that “every wool-hat jackass” would start to
believe that “the world is free” (149). More than that, they questioned Stark’s methods:
he had packed the state’s supreme court, ignored the state constitution, and resorted to
bribery and threats to hold his coalition together. Once at a dinner party in Burden’s
Landing in 1933, the discussion turned toward the Governor’s policies and methods,
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and Jack was slightly surprised that the other guests spoke so freely about their
displeasure with Stark: “they all assumed that even though I did work for Willie my
heart was with them” (150). After withdrawing from the conversation and mulling over
this topic for some time, Jack responded that if the government (when it had been
controlled by families like his) had not neglected social welfare for so long, then Willie
Stark would have never been elected and surely would not have needed to make up “so
many shortcuts to get something done” (150). After the other guests sat stunned and
silent for a moment, Jack said that he did not necessarily believe what he said but only
offered it for the sake of argument. Most likely, Jack did not know what he believed
about Stark’s policy, and his outburst can best be interpreted as an impertinent and
almost adolescent striving for independence from the people he grew up with in
Burden’s Landing. The next afternoon he resolved to hurry back to the city and “go up
to my hotel room where nothing was mine and nothing knew my name and nothing had
a thing to say to me about anything that had ever happened” (154).
In the course o f telling his story, Jack presents a compelling portrait o f Willie
Stark’s first few years in office. Stark was motivated by a sincere desire to treat the
poor justly and to provide them with services, believed that he had been called by God
or “Destiny” (80) to perform that function, and accepted as a matter o f fact that he
needed “shortcuts” to achieve his legislative program. Any challenge to his own power
was viewed as a threat to the cause o f justice. Governor Stark effectively advanced his
own program, escaped impeachment proceedings in 1933 without any political harm,
and was easily re-elected in 1934.
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Willie Stark’s two over-riding goals during the second term were to build a
charity hospital and to prepare for the 1938 Senate race against his old rival MacMurfee.
To some degree, his desire to build the hospital was prompted by political opportunism
and vanity (he always refers to “my hospital”), but Stark’s principal motivation was
idealistic: the people o f his state deserved the best available medical care, and he would
provide it. Toward this end, Stark decided that Dr. Adam Stanton, a childhood friend o f
Jack Burden, would be the best doctor available to head the hospital and that the
construction and administration o f the hospital be free from all graft. While making his
plans for the hospital, Stark was also hying to take the necessary steps for his Senate
campaign. For one thing, Willie was trying to keep his family together and deny rumors
o f marital difficulties. Lucy Stark was at that time living with her sister, and Willie
awkwardly tried to present a public image o f a happy family. Lucy no longer tolerated
W illie’s philandering and resented the way he was raising their son, Tom. Under
W illie’s easy hand, Tom had become “wild and selfish and idle,” devoting all o f his
time to football and women (277). More important, Lucy had also become disgusted
with her husband’s political methods and privately defended several officials who had
severed their relationships with the administration because o f the pervasive corruption.
Willie thought his wife was naive; the political process is imperfect, he explained, and
even the best people must “get their hands dirty” (167). Other government officials
shared Lucy’s concerns and could no longer abide the corruption. Stark had already lost
his respected attorney general, Hugh Miller, and others were likely to resign during the
second term. To ensure victory in 1938, Willie had to stop the defections to the
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MacMurfee camp. When Judge Irwin withdrew his support for Stark’s candidate for
Senate in 1936 and endorsed the opposition candidate, Willie and Jack set out for
Burden’s Landing to demand an explanation. The judge told them that certain unsavory
facts about the Stark candidate’s career had come to his attention, and he felt compelled
to support the other candidate. Stark assured Irwin that he could get plenty o f “dirt” on
the opposition candidate as well. What would you do then? Stark asked Irwin. “You
and your conscience could just go o ff arm in arm and have a fine time telling each other
how much you think of each o th er.. . . When this conscience business starts, ain’t no
telling where it’ll stop” (57). After failing to persuade Irwin, Stark tells Jack that the
best way to get Irwin to withdraw his support for the opposition candidate will be to
gather dirt on Irwin himself, who had worked as a corporate attorney and had spent
many years in public life, including a term as Attorney General. Jack was assigned this
task and began to investigate, even though he was convinced the search would reveal
nothing; he referred to it as the “case o f the Upright Judge.”
While Stark was applying pressure to Irwin, Lieutenant Governor “Tiny” Duffy
tried by other means to secure W illie’s election to the Senate in 1938. Acting on his
own initiative, Duffy arranged a deal that would virtually ensure Stark’s election. If
Stark would award the six-million dollar hospital construction contract to “Gummy”
Larson, a contractor and MacMurfee’s most important associate, then Larson would
withdraw his support from MacMurfee. Without Larson’s financial backing and
political influence, MacMurfee would be unable to mount any serious opposition to
Stark. But when Willie learned o f this proposal, he castigated Duffy and again insisted
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that the process of building and administering the hospital be “clean”: “Can’t you
understand I’m not going to let those bastards muck with it?” (282). Stark’s underlings
had grown accustomed to under-handed dealings and did not share the governor’s
scruples about building the hospital honestly.
In addition to his research on Irwin, Jack was also responsible for persuading
Adam Stanton to run the hospital. Adam recognized the need for the hospital but
refused to take the job because o f his intense dislike for Stark and his political methods.
Adam was a romantic idealist who was “proud not to touch filth,” as his sister said, and
who believed that anything Willie Stark had touched was filthy (297). As Jack knew,
Adam’s hostility to Stark was due in large part to Adam’s implicit comparison of
Governor Stark to Governor Stanton, Adam and Anne’s father, who had held the office
more than twenty years before and who, Adam believed, had embodied the ideal of
noblesse oblige. But in the course o f his research, Jack discovered a fact contrary to
Adam’s idea. Judge Irwin had had financial troubles while serving as Attorney General,
and in order to pay off a mortgage and prevent foreclosure, he accepted an illegal gift of
stock and a job from an electric company in return for a favorable interpretation of a
royalty contract. The company’s counsel, whom Irwin replaced, took the evidence o f
wrong-doing to Governor Stanton, who refused to pursue the matter. Jack did not tell
Willie about his discovery because he doubted whether Willie would use the
information for a legitimate purpose. After Anne Stanton told him that she desperately
wanted Adam to take the job as hospital director, Jack decided to use the information
himself. He foolishly decided that, for Anne’s sake, he would give Adam a “history
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lesson” about Governor Stanton and Judge Irwin. Jack correctly diagnosed Adam as a
“romantic” who had “a picture o f the world in his head, and when the world doesn’t
conform in any respect to the picture, he wants to throw the world away” (298). And
Jack believed that if he could change that “picture o f the world” in A dam ’s mind, then
Adam would lose his principal reason for refusing the job. Upon learning that his
father’s administration was not one o f complete rectitude, Adam cursed his dead father
for his errors. Later, upon receiving assurances that the hospital would be free from
corruption, he grudgingly accepted Willie’s offer. With his ideal shattered, Adam was
angry and disoriented but had no justification for refusing the job as Willie Stark’s
hospital director.
Like Willie Stark at his worst, Jack had his eye on a specific end—getting Adam
to run the hospital-and gave much less attention to the questionable means and to the
potentially harmful consequences. Jack had correctly predicted Adam ’s reaction, but he
was grossly insensitive to the way the “history lesson” might affect Anne. Anne had
spent most o f her adult life caring for her dying father and working on behalf of an
orphanage. Sometime in 1936, Anne’s fund-raising for the Children’s Home brought
her into contact with the Governor. While Willie Stark “was the opposite o f everything
she had been brought up to esteem,” he was also the opposite o f Jack and Adam, insofar
as Willie could act decisively.47 Anne had fallen in love with Willie Stark, but only
after Jack had revealed her father’s error, and Anne’s whole moral code was called into
question, did she consent to become Willie’s mistress. Anne was certainly not Stark’s

47A1I the King’s Men: A Plav. 81.
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first conquest. In fact, Sadie Burke had for many years been Stark’s most loyal and
forgiving mistress, but the affair with Anne was more serious than the others. Willie
even promised Anne that he would divorce Lucy and marry her after being elected to the
Senate.
Just as the “history lesson” forced Anne and Adam to reconsider their views o f
the world, Jack’s discovery o f Anne and Willie’s affair led him to a reevaluation o f his
life. When Jack learned o f the affair in the summer o f 1937, he got in his car and began
driving west. He was fleeing because Anne
had finally betrayed me, or rather, had betrayed an idea o f mine which
had had more importance for me than I had ever realized. That was why
I had got into my car and headed west, because when you don’t like it
where you are, you always go west. We have always gone west (373).
Jack was running away again and longing for some kind of new start, but the trip west
was not a “vacation from being you,” a phrase he had used earlier. He was like a
drowning man (“drowning in West”) who relived his life, especially his courtship o f
Anne, like a home movie (373). It took some time before he drowned and lay
motionless in California as if on the bottom o f the ocean of Time. While there, he
gained a new perspective on his life, a theory he called the “Great Twitch.” When
fleeing no longer works, one must believe that “all life is but the dark heave o f blood
and the twitch o f the nerve” (376). That dream, he added, solves all problems. Anne
was just a complicated physical mechanism, and her beauty, charm, and love for Jack
were reduced to physical states. His initial feelings o f guilt for conspiring to blackmail
Irwin and thus handing Anne Stanton over to Willie Stark were misplaced; there is no
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place for moral responsibility in his new metaphysical dream. After having this dream,
Jack concluded, “there is no reason why you should not go back and face the fact which
you have fled from” (376). Ironically, by vigorously denying freedom and
responsibility, Jack had finally discovered a way to act decisively.
By the time Jack returned to work, Willie’s familial and political problems had
come to a head. MacMurfee had found an outraged father whose teenage daughter was
allegedly carrying Tom Stark’s child. If Willie would agree to sit out the Senate race,
and if he provided some money for the girl, then the matter would remain a secret. Tom
could continue his football career, and Willie could avoid this bad publicity. But Willie
was still determined to win the Senate race and sought to weaken MacMurfee. Stark
called Jack into his office and announced that he needed the “dirt” on Judge Irwin
immediately. If Stark applied enough pressure to Irwin, the judge might persuade
MacMurfee to forget the matter o f Tom Stark’s illegitimate child. Jack refused to tell
Willie about his findings until he had confronted the Judge in person. Jack still had
some natural affection for Irwin and hoped that the facts he had gathered were somehow
mistaken. Jack even considered the possibility o f not raising the issue at all with Irwin,
destroying the evidence, and returning to the Capitol and telling Stark that there was no
proof of wrong-doing (414). But, reaffirming his theory o f the “great twitch,” Jack
broached the subject and gave Irwin the incriminating papers to inspect. Irwin was
overcome; although he had done for the most part what was right and what was his duty,
he could only stare at the papers and say quietly, “I did this, too” (419). Though he
admitted his guilt, he refused to bow to Willie’s pressure and sway MacMurfee. Irwin
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implied that Jack might ultimately be moved by some friendly feeling or pity and refrain
from telling Stark about the bribe. (Irwin learned for the first time that Governor
Stanton had impaired his honor to protect him; Jack could at least assume the lesser
burden o f keeping quiet.) Irwin added that he could easily stop Jack from telling Stark:
“I could just say to you—I could just tell you something” (420). But he would not finish
the thought. Confused by Irwin’s actions and unsure about his decision to confront the
Judge, Jack offered him one more day to change his mind about pressuring MacMurfee.
Later that evening, Judge Irwin committed suicide. Jack learned what the Judge could
not bring himself to say: that the Judge (and not Ellis Burden) was his true father. This
fact aroused feelings in Jack that he could not reconcile with the “Great Twitch” theory.
Ultimately, he could not reduce Irwin, Ellis Burden, and his mother to mere complicated
mechanisms, as he had tried to convince himself was the case with Anne. The ice, as he
put it, was breaking up after a long winter (428).
When Irwin refused to be blackmailed, Stark needed another way to pressure
MacMurfee. Stark, believing he had no other option, reluctantly arranged for “Gummy”
Larson to get the six-million dollar hospital contract if Larson would in turn refuse to
support MacMurfee’s bid for the Senate and advise him to drop the matter of the
pregnant girl. Willie Stark thus agreed to violate the one overriding ideal o f those years,
the integrity o f the charity hospital in its construction and operation. Many times during
the second administration, Jack had heard Willie disavow any belief in a notion o f right
action based on anything more than a perceived need and a sense o f expedience: “You
make up the good as you go along,” Willie had told Jack and Adam (311). Jack did not
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know whether W illie truly believed this. He knew Willie was violating his vows to
Lucy, harassing and blackmailing politicians, and conniving to cover up his son’s
indiscretions, but Jack could not reconcile Willie’s declared relativism with his initial
opposition to and his painful acceptance o f the plan to rig the hospital contract. “It was
not at all consistent,” Jack mused, to set this one sector of his life and career apart from
all the others and declare it clean (315).
A few months after Willie Stark made the deal with Larson, Tom Stark broke his
neck during a football game. Despite the best efforts o f Dr. Adam Stanton, Tom later
died. This personal tribulation brought about a tremendous change in Willie. When he
returned to his office several days later, he called on both Sadie Burke and Anne Stanton
to tell them that he would be going back to Lucy. He then brought Lieutenant Governor
“Tiny” Duffy into his office to tell him that he was reneging on the deal with Larson.
Over Duffy’s complaints, Willie insisted that he was going to “change a hell o f a lot o f
things” about his way o f governing, and cleaning up the hospital program would be a
good start (468-69). Both Sadie, after sensing that Willie would not return to her as he
had many times before, and Duffy, after years of enduring insults and abuse from
Willie, sought revenge.48 Sadie told Duffy to telephone Adam Stanton and tell him how
his sister Anne had been the Governor’s mistress and that Adam would have not
received the appointment without Anne’s improper influence. After confronting Anne
and declaring that he “wouldn’t be paid pimp to his sister’s whore,” Adam took his
pistol and waited in the capitol for Stark (471). As Stark extended his hand to Adam, he

48For a more detailed account of Sadie’s plot, see AH the King’s Men: A Play. 125-27.
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shot the Governor twice in the chest. After establishing precedents for shortcuts and
unethical means, Willie Stark was undone by his insistence on right action and by his
rebuke o f two o f his chief minions. Willie told Jack on his deathbed, “It might have
been all different” (484). Stark recognized how his vanity, corruption, and lust for
power brought ruin to him and his family and jeopardized the gains made by his
administration. Governor Stark died several days later, Adam Stanton was killed at the
scene, Sadie Burke suffered a breakdown and retreated to a sanitorium, and Lieutenant
Governor Duffy succeeded to the governorship. And Jack Burden was left to make
sense of the story and his role in it.
Some time after the assassination, Jack came to believe that he bore some o f the
responsibility for the deaths of his friends, for his actions had drawn both Stantons into
the orbit o f Willie Stark. As will be described in more detail below, Jack came to
accept a view of reality resembling the one envisioned his kinsman, Cass Mastem. In
the final pages o f Ail the King’s Men. Jack Burden tells the reader, “This has been the
story of Willie Stark, but it is my story, too,” a story of a man to whom the world
“looked one way for a long time and then it looked another and very different way.”
There was a time, o f course, when he believed that no one had any responsibility for
anything, for all life was the twitch o f nerve, but the mature Jack had seen “too many
people live and die,” people who lived as if they were free and responsible agents whose
lives had purpose and meaning. Reflecting on Willie Stark and Adam Stanton, he said:
Each had been the doom o f the other. As a student o f history, Jack
Burden could see that Adam Stanton, who he came to call the man o f
idea, and Willie Stark, whom he had come to call the man of fact, were
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doomed to destroy each other, just as each was doomed to try to use the
other and to yearn toward and try to become the other, because each was
incomplete with the terrible division o f their age. But at the same time
Jack Burden came to see that his friends had been doomed, he saw that
though doomed they had nothing to do with any doom under the godhead
of the Great Twitch. They were doomed but they lived in the agony of
will (528).
With this new understanding o f the human condition, Jack is ready to leave Burden’s
Landing and “go out of the house and into the convulsion o f the world, out of history
into history and the awful responsibility o f Time” (531).
The Philosophical Novelist at Work:
HoWt4// the King's Men Was Written
Most critics now acknowledge that All the King’s Men is a “novel of ideas” and
not merely “a narrative o f mere intrigue, something like the political shenanigans in a
banana republic.”49 As M. Thomas Inge has written, the characters in All the King’s
Men “engage in a philosophic quest, seeking to understand the significance of their lives
and the meaning o f the part they play in man’s history,” and this quest “leads to
encounters with the significant philosophies in the development o f American thought.”S0
For more on this aspect of the novel, we may now turn to the five essays Warren wrote
on the background, composition, and interpretation of All the King’s Men.
“(T]t is always hard to say precisely when and how a book . . . ‘began,’” Warren
noted, but looking back on All the King’s Men, he could say the novel began in late
1934, shortly after he moved from Tennessee to Baton Rouge and joined the English
49

Robert Penn Warren, “Introduction to the 1974 English Edition,” All the King’s Men (London:
Seeker and Warburg, 1974), xiv.
50M. Thomas Inge, “An American Novel of Ideas,” University College Quarterly 12 (May 1967):
35-36.
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faculty at Louisiana State University.51 Before moving to Louisiana, Warren had no
intention o f writing a novel about contemporary politics,52 certainly not one based on the
career o f Huey Long. But over the next year, as he closely observed Louisiana under
Huey Long, Warren’s reflections on political power ultimately led him to begin writing
All the King’s Men.53
From the beginning, Warren had “very ambivalent feelings” about Huey Long.54
Warren disapproved o f Long’s methods and denounced the pervasive corruption, the
always-present threat o f political violence, and especially Long’s “ruthless drive toward
centralized power [and] contempt for the democratic process.”55 But at the same time,

5iRobert Penn Warren, “In the Time of All the King’s Men.” New York Times Book Review
(May 31, 1981): 9. Warren’s reason for coming to Louisiana was practical rather than artistic: In the
midst o f the Depression, “Huey Long’s University” was the only college hiring young assistant professors.
52Warren’s second novel, published three years before All the King’s Men, also concerns politics
in the New South. See At Heaven’s Gate (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1943). The novel is
loosely based on the downfall o f Luke Lea, a corrupt Tennessee financier and politician, whose “empire”
crumbled abruptly in 1930. After Lea illegally manipulated and misused bank deposits, the state of
Tennessee lost six and a half million dollars, and one hundred and twenty affiliated banks failed. See
George B. Tindall, The Emergence of the New South. 1913-1945 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1967), 366-67; Malcolm Cowley, “Luke Lea’s Empire” [review o f At Heaven’s Gatel.
New Republic (August 23, 1943): 258. Warren was in Nashville in 1930 and followed the Luke Lea story
“with absorbed interest,” for it was “the perennial story of greed, ambition, vanity and deception behind a
facade o f Southern mythology.” But at first, Warren did not consider the Tennessee “melodrama” to be
material for a novel. Not until 1940, after he had finished the verse play which evolved into All the
King’s Men, did Warren decide to write about the Lea affair. The two novels, he added, have “essential
similarities” in theme and character. See “In the Time o f All the King’s Men.” 9; and Robert Penn
Warren, “A Note to All the King’s Men.” Sewanee Review 61 (Summer 1953): 478.
53Warren claimed that he had only occasionally read about Huey Long in the newspapers. “In
the Time of All the King’s Men.” 9. By 1934, Long had already served a term as governor, established a
virtual dictatorship, and moved to the United States Senate. He was assassinated in the Louisiana State
Capitol in September 1935. See generally T. Harry Williams, Huev Long (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1970).
54“A Conversation with Robert Penn Warren,” an interview by Frank Gado, in Talking with
Robert Penn Warren. 78.
55Robert Penn Warren, “Introduction to the 1974 English Edition,” x.
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Warren was sympathetic to (if not always in agreement with) much o f Long’s political
agenda. Describing himself as a “Jeffersonian Democrat,” Warren favored a wider
distribution o f real property and believed government intervention in the economy was
necessary to support the poorer classes.56 Louisiana was in a more desperate condition
than other states because its government had previously been controlled by an oligarchy,
unparalleled in power and influence, that had thoroughly denied needed services.57 So
in some sense, Warren argued, the virtual dictatorship o f Huey Long was what
Louisiana deserved: if Louisiana’s government “had not previously been marked by
various combinations o f sloth, complacency, incompetence, corruption, and a profound
lack o f political imagination, there would never have been a Senator Huey P. Long.”58
In addition to a general agreement with the program’s aims and a bitterness toward
Louisiana’s ruling class, one also finds in Warren a genuine sympathy for those whom
Huey Long helped. For example, Warren described a certain type o f student in his

56See Warren’s self-description in Stanley J. Kunitz and Howard Haycraft, eds., Twentieth
Century Authors (New York: H. W. Wilson, 1942), 1476-77. Warren’s occasional remarks on politics
and the New Deal are consistent with the Southern Agrarians’ approach to politics in the 1930s. See
Frank L. Owsley, “The Pillars of Agrarianism.” American Review 4 (March 1935): 529-47; Donald
Davidson, “Agrarianism and Politics,” Review o f Politics 1 (March 1939): 114-25.
57

“[In] the upper reaches o f society, politics presented a facade of respectability, for the real
power, for many generations, had rested in the hands o f a tight oligarchy of rich and sometimes well-born,
and even well-meaning, planters, merchants, and corporation lawyers. The state was their fief, lock, stock
and barrel, and by divine dispensation. Roads were foul, schools farcical, illiteracy a national scandal, per
capita income abysmal and social services non-existent, but the oligarchs had always been able to buy off
or blunt the occasional demagogue or reformer who sought to exploit, or remedy, the situation.”
“Introduction to the 1974 English Edition,” viii. See also Allan P. Sindler, Huev Long’s Louisiana: State
Politics. 1920-1952 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1956); V. O. Key, “Louisiana: The
Seamy Side o f Democracy,” in Southern Politics in State and Nation (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1949), 156-82.
58Robert Penn Warren, “All the King’s Men: The Matrix of Experience,” Yale Review 53
(December 1963): 165. See also “Introduction to the 1974 English Edition,” viii.
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classes, the awkward boy who was extremely poor but possessed great energy and a
desire to leam, whose presence at the university was due solely to Huey Long. The
“better element,” Warren said, had done practically nothing in the last fifty years to get
those like him out o f “the grim despair o f ignorance.” Huey Long, on the other hand,
articulated the poor white’s dimly understood hopes for a better life.59 While admiring
these aspects of Long’s agenda, Warren could not bring himself to agree with Long’s
supporters who argued that he “had chosen the only available means to deliver his social
goods.”60 Long’s use o f “corrupt means to fulfill. . . legitimate needs” raised the
question o f what price the people o f Louisiana were willing to pay for having those
needs met.61
Without question, Warren’s observation of “Longism” was the stimulus for All
the King’s Men. As Warren put it, “If I had never gone to Louisiana and if Huey Long
had not existed, the novel would never have been written.”62 But it does not follow that
All the King’s Men is primarily a fictionalized biography of Long, a tract written to
either praise or condemn him, or a sociological portrait of a populist movement.6^ As

S9“A11 the King’s Men: The Matrix of Experience.” 165, 163.
60“In the Time o f AH the King’s Men.” 9, 39. Warren confessed that he was occasionally
inclined to agree with Long’s apologists, but he would remind himself that their argument had always
been “the alibi of all grabbers of power everywhere.” Ibid.
6i“A Conversation with Robert Penn Warren” (1966), in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 78.
62“A11 the King’s Men: The Matrix of Experience,” 161. See also “A Note to AH the King’s
Men.” A ll. 480: “In the Time of All the King’s Men.” 39.
63In an essay first published in 1947, Robert Heilman offered a brief critical analysis of almost
forty reviews that appeared in American periodicals. “Certain reviewers,” Heilman noted, “cannot
separate Willie Stark from Huey Long; some actually fear that Warren is not biographically accurate.
Such minds cannot distinguish fact and fiction, the point of departure and the imaginative journey; they
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noted above, Warren understood himself to be a “philosophical novelist” who desired to
“know the meaning o f experience” and “for whom the documentation o f the world is
constantly striving to rise to the level o f generalization about values.”64 Warren, as a
philosophical novelist, was interested in the Huey Long phenomenon because it posed
philosophical issues surrounding the nature o f political power.6S In fact, Warren
claimed, most Louisianans were concerned with such normative questions: when
conversation turned to politics, as it almost always did, the arguments people made and
the tales they told-even the most crude and uncomplicated-were “shot through with
philosophy,” with questions o f power and ethics, the legitimacy o f regimes, and the ends
o f politics.66 Furthermore, many observers, including Warren, tried to understand Huey
Long by finding and examining historical parallels; Long was not, as he had insisted, sui
generis*1 Warren remembered that when he taught Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar in early
1935, at the height o f political unrest in the state, the students were unusually attentive

cannot realize that a few biographical facts are merely, and can be no more than, an alterable design for a
mold into which the artist pours such dramatic body and such values as his insight permits. How can
these people read Shakespeare?” “All the King’s Men as Tragedy,” in The Southern Connection: Essays
bv Robert Bechtold Heilman (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1991), 217. For a complete
list of reviews, see James A. Grimshaw, Jr., Robert Penn Warren: A Descriptive Bibliography. 1922-1979
(Charlottesville: University Press o f Virginia, 1991), 326-30. The best account of Willie Stark’s
resemblance to Huey Long is Ladell Payne, “Willie Stark and Huey Long: Atmosphere, Myth, or
Suggestion?” American Quarterly 20 (Fall 1968): 580-95.
^Robert Penn Warren, “‘The Great Mirage’: Conrad and Nostromo,” in New and Selected
Essays. 160.
65Warren said that he “couldn’t have cared less about what an individual politician did." He was
interested in the myth o f Huey Long and what Long meant to the people o f the state. “A Conversation
with Robert Penn Warren,” in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 396.
66“A11 the King’s Men: The Matrix of Experience,” 165.
67Quoted in Williams, Huev Long. 414.
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and even “the dullest dullard” in the class recognized similarities between Long and
Caesar.68 And as a modem dictator was rising to power in Rome, people were led to
compare Long to Mussolini. In 1930s Louisiana, Warren wrote, “you felt somehow that
you were living in the great world, or at least in a microcosm with all the forces and
fatalities faithfully, if sometimes comically, drawn to scale.”69 Also at this time, Warren
was reading Shakespeare, Spenser, and Elizabethan and Jacobean tragedy; Dante,
Machiavelli, Guicciardini, and Jacob Burckhardt; William James and American
history-and all that Warren was reading “seemed to come alive, in shadowy distortions
and sudden clarities,” in what he was witnessing in Louisiana.70 History was “defining
itself before your eyes,” and Huey Long was not merely a Southern “hick buffoon” but
also the lead actor in “a drama which was a version o f the world’s dram a,. . . the old
drama o f power and ethics.”71
In the spring o f 1937, with these observations and speculations still in mind,
Warren decided to write a verse play, which he called Proud Flesh, about a “Southern

68“In the Time o f All the King’s Men.” 39; “All the King’s Men: The Matrix of Experience,”
161.
69“A11 the King’s Men: The Matrix o f Experience.” 163.
70“Introduction to the 1974 English Edition,” xiii; “In the Time o f All the King’s Men.” 39.
William James may have been one of the more important figures in this list. In his first essay on AH the
King’s Men. Warren wrote that “Long was but one of the figures that stood in the shadows o f imagination
behind Willie Stark. Another one of the company was the scholarly and benign figure of William James.”
See “A Note to All the King’s Men.” 480. Intrigued by Mussolini’s declaration that he was a follower of
William James, Warren was reading James to discover “the difference between philosophical pragmatism
and that unphilosophical pragmatism represented by” Mussolini and Long. See “In the Time of All the
King’s Men.” 39.
7l“In the Time o f All the King’s Men.” 39. Earlier in that same essay, Warren wrote that
“Louisiana under Long “became a parable o f a worldwide situation, with deeper historical
reverberations.”
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politician who achieved the power o f a dictator, at least in his home state, and who was
assassinated in the Capitol which had been the scene o f his triumphs.”72 Warren wrote
parts o f the play during the 1937-38 school year, although the first serious writing began
in Italy in the summer of 193S.73 Warren returned to Louisiana for the fall semester,
and the writing proceeded slowly, with short sections written after classes and on
weekends. The bulk of the play, though, was written between June 1939 and May 1940,
while Warren was back in Italy on a Guggenheim fellowship. He arrived in Italy in
1939, “carrying notes and scribbled sections” o f the play, and wrote while he watched
“real Fascism in action.”74 After returning to America with a rough draft, he began to
reflect on the form and themes o f Proud Flesh.
Warren had named his politician-hero “Talos,” after the “iron groom” or pitiless
servant o f Justice in Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Oueene. After decades o f misrule,
the state’s rulers had invited their own destruction and, one might say, deserved the ruin
brought on by Talos’s dictatorship. In Warren’s words, “Talos is the kind o f doom
democracy may invite upon itself.”75 Talos was to begin his political career as a
crusader for “social betterment” but would later be corrupted by power, even by power

^ ‘A Note to All the King’s Men.” 476; “In the Time o f All the King’s Men.” 41.
73“A11 the King’s Men: The Matrix of Experience,” 166; “A Note to All the King’s Men.” 477.
The process o f composition also bears on the question o f whether All the King’s Men was meant to be a
biography o f Huey Long. Warren suggested that “if you are sitting under an olive tree in Umbria and are
writing a verse drama, the chances are that you are more concerned with the myth than the fact, more with
the symbolic than with the actual.” See also “Introduction to the 1974 English Edition,” xii.
74“ In the Time of All the King’s Men.” 41.
75“A Note to All the King’s Men.” 480. As Joseph Blotner put it, Warren depicted “the corrupt
machine which invites its own destruction and . . . the kind o f native dictatorship which succeeds it.” The
Modem American Political Novel: 1900-1960 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1966), 221.
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exercised against other forms o f corruption.76 To Warren’s mind, having the aspiring
dictator begin as an idealist made him seem true to life. When an interviewer suggested
that Huey Long also began as an idealist, Warren agreed: “it seems there was a deep
mixture o f impulses in Huey, which is only a way o f saying he was human.”77 During
the course o f the action, Talos would become aware o f these mixed impulses and his
humanity. In the depths o f his ruthlessness and corruption, Talos would gradually
discover “his own emptiness and his own alienation.”78 Tragically, his attempt to rid
himself o f corruption and recover his old idealism led to his fall. In his deathbed
reflection, “It could have been different,” he acknowledged that he was capable o f both
good and ill and that he had allowed his baser qualities to overpower the nobler ones.79
The most important idea informing Proud Flesh. Warren thought, concerned the
nature o f power. Talos acquired power only because he could “vicariously fulfill certain
secret needs . . . . [or] some emptiness . . . . o f the people about him.”80 At first, Warren

76“A Note to All the King’s Men.” 476.
77“A Conversation with Robert Penn Warren,” in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 81.
78“A Note to All the King’s Men.” 477.
79“Robert Penn Warren: An Interview,” by Marshall Walker, in Talking with Robert Penn
Warren. 154.
80“A Note to All the King’s Men.” 476; “In the Time o f All the King’s Men.” 41; “Robert Penn
Warren: An Interview,” in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 152-53; and “A Conversation with Robert
Penn Warren,” an interview by Tom Vitale (1985), in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 395-96. It is
unclear how Warren came to this theory of power. But it is interesting to note that in 1939, Warren’s
friend and fellow Agrarian Lyle H. Lanier, published in The Southern Review a review-article
summarizing the thesis of Bertrand Russell’s Power A New Social Analysis (New York: W. W. Norton
and Company, 1938). The love o f power is the “basic motive underlying social events.. . . But it is
obvious . . . that all men cannot achieve the satisfaction o f a desire whose fulfillment requires that the
power impulses o f others be thwarted; hence such phenomena as competition, compromise, government
and morality arise. In the specific process o f social interaction the power impulse expresses itself in two
forms: dominance and submission.. . . [T]he submissive person, Russell observes, usually adopts this
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thought he could express dramatically this understanding o f power by using as choruses
certain groups who were drawn into Talos’s world. One chorus was composed o f
“uniformed state constabularies, with their beloved motorcycles and revolvers, in love
with violence,” and who were given an outlet for their passions through the actions of
the Governor. Another chorus was o f surgeons, “in love equally with healing and with
technology,” and who were deeply grateful to Talos for building the charity hospital,
since it provided “more adequate facilities for the practice o f humanitarian zeal.”81 But
as the chorus leader emphasized, the Governor was valuable to them only for the results
he produced; the unethical methods and policies by which the hospital was built were of
no concern to them. At the end o f the play, when Talos comes to sense his own
weaknesses and laments his corruption, the Chorus o f surgeons offers these remarks:
His [Talos’s] period o f usefulness has clearly come to an end—
We regret to admit it, for he was, in a sense, our friend,
And he took an almost scientific view
O f the mechanism with which he had to do.
But there was a defect, the flaw, the taint in the blood,
The one little thing in himself which he never understood:
The secret need at last to justify himself before the abstraction o f the
Good.82
The chorus o f modem scientists applied a mechanistic or “scientific” theory to all o f
human life. Before repenting, Talos took the same view o f man as something to be

pattern o f behavior as a means o f gratifying his impulse to power; by identifying himself with a leader he
satisfies his power impulse through participating in the action o f the leader’s group.” Lyle H. Lanier,
“Science and Society,” Southern Review, o.s., 5 (Summer 1939): 108.
8l“In the Time of All the King’s Men.” 41; William M. Schutte, “The Dramatic Versions o f the
Willie Stark Story,” in Robert Penn Warren’s “All the King’s Men”: A Critical Handbook, ed. Maurice
Beebe and Leslie A. Field (Belmont, California: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1966), 66.
82Proud Flesh, as quoted in Schutte, “The Dramatic Versions o f the Willie Stark Story,” 69.
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manipulated, and he performed to the chorus’s satisfaction. But Talos lost power when
he abandoned this “scientific” view and tried to justify his actions on some ground other
than pragmatic results.
To repeat, Proud Flesh, written between 1937 and 1940, was intended to be the
story o f a politician who gained power because he fulfilled certain needs-both
psychological and m aterial-of the people around him. He entered public life as an
idealist but was corrupted by power, and his corrupt and oppressive regime was in some
sense the “doom” the state had invited upon itself. The politician came to regret the loss
o f his idealism, and his repudiation o f pragmatism led to his political demise. In late
1940, as Warren was editing and revising Proud Flesh, he decided to abandon the
project: “the play was not, to my mind or taste, finished.”83 Warren spent the next three
years writing some o f his better early poetry as well as his novel inspired by the Luke
Lea story. Then in 1943, after he had left Louisiana State University for a position at
the University o f Minnesota and after Selected Poems. 1923-1943 and At Heaven’s
Gate had gone to press, Warren again took Proud Flesh out of a box and intended to
revise it. As he re-read the play, he realized, first, that the choruses were not sufficiently
developed, even though they played a critical role in evoking Warren’s ideas about the
nature o f power and, second, that another major theme (related to the question o f power)
had unconsciously entered the play and needed to be developed more fully. Both
problems led directly to the creation of the character Jack Burden.

83“A Note to All the King’s Men.” 477.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

61

Warren, was committed to the idea that Talos’s power came from his ability to
fulfill the needs o f others. If that idea o f power was at the center o f the action, Warren
decided, he would need to recast the story as a novel and replace the choruses with a
narrator who served much the same purpose.84 Warren found his narrator in the
character he later named Jack Burden. In Proud Flesh. Jack appeared only in the final
scene and served a very limited function. As Adam Stanton85 waits in the corridor o f
the Capitol to assassinate Talos, Adam sees Jack, a childhood friend who worked for the
city newspaper. Reminiscing with his old friend allows Adam some sense of inner
struggle and evokes “the last backward glance” at innocence before Adam renews his
dedication to kill the man who seduced his sister.86 But Warren believed he could solve
a number of thematic and narrative problems if this friend o f the assassin were instead a
political underling who told the story o f the politician. The story of Willie Stark, Warren
emphasized, “had to be ‘told’ in the ‘voice’ of one o f the characters whose emptiness
Talos fulfilled, but a character intelligent enough to understand everything except
him self.. . . So Jack Burden entered the scene.”87

M“In the Time o f AH the King’s Men.” 41. Again, the circumstances of the writing suggest that
Warren was not writing a biography of Long. “When, in 1943,1 began the version that is more realistic,
discursive, and documentary in method (though not in spirit) than the play, I had long since left Louisiana
and the literal world in which the story had its roots. By now the literal world was only a memory, and
therefore was ready to be absorbed more freely into the act o f the imagination.” “Introduction to the 1974
English Edition,” xiv. See also “All the King’s Men: The Matrix of Experience,” 167.
85Adam Stanton in All the King's Men was named Keith Amos in Proud Flesh.
86“A Note to All the King’s Men.” 478-79; “An Interview with Flannery O’Connor and Robert
Penn Warren,” from the 1959 Vanderbilt Literary Symposium, in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 5556.
87“In the Time o f All the King’s Men.” 41. “A Note to All the King’s Men.” 478; and “Robert
Penn Warren: An Interview” (1969), in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 153.
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Jack Burden also gave focus to a nebulous idea that had crept into Proud Flesh.
The rise o f Talos/Stark could not be explained solely in economic or sociological terms;
as Robert Heilman explained, Warren also presented the “spiritual condition” o f a
society which results in Talos as hero.88 This theme points beyond the physical needs of
the underclass and to the spiritual needs of people like Jack Burden (and the earlier
choruses) who are drawn into Willie’s orbit. The “great man,” Warren argued,
“becomes ‘great’ not from his own isolated strength but from the weakness o f others, or
from a whole society that has lost its mission.”89 Generally, the characters in All the
King’s Men either have repudiated their tradition and act in the political arena without
any reference to an ethical ideal, or they adhere to moral codes so strict that they are
unable or unwilling to “touch the world o f foulness.”90 These individual characters
became “mirrors o f their times” in the sense that the twentieth century was characterized
by the split between fact and idea91 After participating in the tragedy o f Willie Stark,
Jack would come to recognize this problem o f principled action in a flawed world, and
at the end o f his spiritual journey, he would point toward some kind o f resolution to “the
questions o f human integrity and responsibility in the modem world.”92
88

“AH the King’s Men as Tragedy,” in The Southern Connection. 214. See also James Justus,
The Achievement o f Robert Penn Warren (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1981), 161.
89“In the Time of All the King’s Men.” 9.
90A11 the King’s Men. 297.
9l“A Conversation with Robert Penn Warren,” in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 69-70.
QO

“A Special Message to Subscribers from Robert Penn Warren,” All the King’s Men (Franklin
Center, Pennsylvania: Franklin Library, 1977), n.p. In every essay, Warren emphasized these “deeper
concerns” at the heart of the novel. All the King’s Men, as Warren understood it, was “a highly
documented picture o f the modem world” and concerned with such issues as “the relation of the Science-
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One final note on the role o f Jack Burden: Warren knew that for the novel to
have movement and a resolution, Jack would need to “make sense o f his own feelings
about his role in relation to Willie Stark” and address his own spiritual defects.93 Rather
than have Jack approach the issue abstractly, Warren included the Cass Mastem
episode.94 As part o f his dissertation, Jack proposed to edit the journal o f his great uncle
Cass Mastem, a Mississippi planter, lawyer, and soldier in the Civil War. The central
event in Cass’s life was his affair with the unhappy wife o f his mentor and friend. The
affair led his friend to suicide and set into motion other terrible events. In his journal,
Cass bemoaned all that had resulted from his “single act o f sin and perfidy.. . . [It] was
as though the vibration set up in the whole fabric of the world by my act had spread
infinitely and with ever increasing power and no man could know the end” (214). Cass
set out to do some kind of penance, ultimately enlisting as a private in the Confederate
Army because he thought it the most likely way to get himself killed. However quixotic
his actions, what matters most for the Jack Burden story is that Cass faced a moral
dilemma; he acknowledged his errors and accepted responsibility for even the
unforeseeable effects o f his actions. At first, Jack can not understand or accept Cass’s
view o f the world.

society and the power-state, the problem o f naturalistic determinism and responsibility, etc.” See “A Note
to All the King’s Men.” 477-80.
93“A Conversation with Robert Penn Warren” (1970), an interview by Ruth Fisher, in Talking
with Robert Penn Warren. 179.
94Warren believed it would have been out of character for Jack to “have a moral debate with
himself. ‘I don’t approve o f all that’s going on, and I must discuss this with myself, my God, and my
kindly pastor, et cetera.’” Ibid. In fact, Jack tried to avoid such moral debates altogether.
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Cass had found meaning in his life, and death, by trying to face the crisis.
Burden, at the moment unable to find meaning in his own life, simply
flees from the reproach implicit in the materials o f the dissertation. So
he is prepared, for the time being anyway, to accept another version of
the world, a sort o f mirror-image o f that inhabited by Cass Mastem; he
takes refuge in the one offered by Willie Stark.9s
But the Cass Mastem exemplum haunts Jack until its truth becomes clear. By the end
o f the novel, Jack is prepared to understand the full import o f the Willie Stark story, and
the reader has “the sense o f meaning emerging from experience.”96
Warren worked on All the King’s Men between 1943 and 1946. It was
published in August of 1946, and, as Warren noted wryly, most of the early reviews
either “took it to be an apologia for fascism” or a “rousing declaration o f democratic
principles and a tract for the assassination of dictators.”97 Over the next thirty-five
years, Warren would often revisit All the King’s Men. In addition to answering
innumerable questions from interviewers, Warren published five essays on the meaning
o f his novel and wrote two more dramatic versions o f the Willie Stark story.98 Warren
argued that Huey Long’s political misadventures had taken on the aspect o f myth, and
95“Introduction to the 1974 English Edition,” xv. As Warren argued elsewhere, Jack could not
“bear to face the comparison to” his ancestor. See “The Uses o f History in Fiction,” a panel discussion
moderated by C. Vann Woodward, in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 108-9.
96“A Conversation with Robert Penn Warren,” in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 180.
97“In the Time o f All the King’s Men.” 41; “A Note to All the King’s Men.” 479-80.
no

On the dramatic versions, see Grimshaw, Robert Penn Warren: A Descriptive Bibliography.
1922-1979. 231-33; Leonard Casper, Robert Penn Warren: The Dark and Bloody Ground (Seattle:
University o f Washington Press, 1960), 116-21, 132-36; Schutte, “The Dramatic Versions of the Willie
Stark story.” The original, unpublished verse-play Proud Flesh was written in 1939 and produced in
1946; All the King’s Men: A Play was written and produced in 1947 but not published until 1960; and
Willie Stark: His Rise and Fall, an unpublished play, was written in 1955 and produced in 1958. The
dramatic versions are generally considered seriously flawed and are most valuable, perhaps, because the
“abstract moralisms imposed upon the action [and] belabored polarities too categorically parceled out”
provide a useful commentary on the novel. James Justus, The Achievement o f Robert Penn Warren. 194.
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he used the Long myth as a starting point for an exploration o f the nature o f power, the
relation of power and ethics, and the problem o f human integrity and responsibility in
the modem state. The novel is about politics, therefore, in the sense that it explores
philosophical themes surrounding political action. As Warren explained, “Though I did
not profess to be privy to the secret o f Long’s soul, I did have some notions about the
phenomenon o f which Long was but one example, and I tried to put some o f those
notions into my book.”99

" “A Note to All the King’s Men.” 480.
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C h a p t e r T hree
T he Im a g e of M a n

Brother to Dragons and the Rejection o f “Rousseauism”
Any theory o f politics must be built upon some theory, even if unarticulated, o f
human nature. As T. S. Eliot remarked, “the question o f questions, which no political
philosophy can escape, and by the right answer to which all political thinking must in
the end be judged, is simply this: What is Man? what are his limitations? what is his
misery and what is his greatness? and what, finally, his destiny?” 1 Warren wrestled
with these and other questions about the nature o f man throughout the 1940s and 1950s;
indeed, “the image o f man” was Warren’s dominant theme during this period.2 Warren
specifically rejected what he called “Rousseauism”-th e view that man can perfect
himself by rediscovering his “natural innocence”-w hile at the same time trying to
balance the Enlightenment’s idealism and optimism with a knowledge o f original sin
and all the human limitations that it implies.3 The richest source o f insight into
Warren’s idea o f man is Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices.

'“The Literature o f Politics,” in To Criticize the Critic and Other Writings (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 1965), 144.
2Among the central works o f this period are “Original Sin: A Short Story”; “Love and
Separateness in Eudora Welty”; “The Ballad of Billie Potts”; All the King’s Men: “A Poem of Pure
Imagination: An Experiment in Reading” [On Coleridge’s The Rime o f the Ancient Mariner!: World
Enough and Time: A Romantic Novel: ‘“The Great Mirage’: Conrad and Nostromo”: Brother to Dragons:
A Tale in Verse and Voices: “Knowledge and the Image of Man”; Band o f Angels: Promises: Poems.
1954-1956: and The Cave.
3“A Dialogue with Robert Penn Warren on Brother to Dragons.” an interview by Floyd Watkins,
in Floyd C. Watkins, John T. Hiers, and Mary Louise Weaks, eds., Talking with Robert Penn Warren.
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1990), 344. See also James Justus, The Achievement of Robert
Penn Warren (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1981), 44-45.
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In Brother to Dragons. Warren imagined a cast o f “voices” (including Thomas
Jefferson) gathering to meditate on the brutal murder and dismemberment o f a slave by
Jefferson’s nephews, Lilbume and Isham Lewis, in Kentucky in 1811.4 For the
purposes o f the poem, at least, Warren assumed that Jefferson when he learned o f the
murder suffered a profound moral shock that drastically altered his view o f human
nature. Jefferson’s coming to terms with his nephews’ act forms the central dramatic
conflict o f the poem, and his gradual development of a more sober view o f human
potential (that is, one which takes into account inherent limitations) embodies Warren’s
great theme for this poem. In the exchanges between Jefferson’s ghost and Warren’s
persona, Warren presents Jefferson as moving from Enlightenment optimism about the
human potential, to a deep despair in the face o f evil, and finally to a hopeful yet
chastened view o f human affairs.5
4For a thorough historical account of the murder, see Boynton Merrill, Jr., Jefferson’s Nephews:
A Frontier Tragedy (Princeton. New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 1976). Although Brother to
Dragons is based on an actual event, and historical figures are the dramatis personae o f the poem, the
poem is not a work of history, and Warren thus felt no compunction about tampering with non-essential
facts. Warren declared that his duty as a poet was to remain true to the “spirit of his history” as best as he
could understand it, for poetry must be “committed to the obligation o f trying to say something, however
obliquely, about the human condition.” Robert Penn Warren, “Foreword,” Brother to Dragons: A Tale in
Verse and Voices: A New Version (New York: Random House, 1979), xii-xiii.
sBefore interpreting Brother to Dragons, we should include some background information on the
versions, form, and the setting of the poem.
First, there are two versions of Brother to Dragons: the original o f 1953 and the “new version”
o f 1979. As Warren explained in an interview, the new version is “very different technically-in rhythm . .
. and in organization.” “A Dialogue with Robert Penn Warren on Brother to Dragons.” an interview by
Floyd C. Watkins, in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 338. In the 1979 poem, Warren’s verse had been
“pared, tightened, slightly subdued; something of the somber austerity o f . . . [Warren’s] late poetry has
been infused into a work famous for its shrill and ‘improbable’ rhetoric, its sprawling range and
cacophony, and Olympian tactlessness.” Richard G. Law, “Notes on the Revised Version of Brother to
Dragons.” in Critical Essays on Robert Penn Warren, ed. William Bedford Clark (Boston: G. K. Hall,
1981), 211. On the differences between the two versions, see also Margaret Mills Harper, “Versions of
History and Brother to Dragons.” in Robert Penn Warren’s “Brother to Dragons”: A Discussion, ed.
James A. Grimshaw, Jr. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1983), 226-43; and Victor
Strandberg, “Brother to Dragons and the Craft of Revision,” in Robert Penn Warren’s Brother to
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At the beginning o f Brother to Dragons, the Jefferson character recalled his “old
definition o f man” and his belief in man’s rationality and perfectibility. Jefferson

Dragons: A Discussion. 200-10. What concerns us, though, are the similarities between the versions.
While there is “an important difference in the total ‘feel”’ of the new version, Warren insisted that the two
versions are “no different philosophically,
[and] the basic action and theme remain the same.” “A
Dialogue with Robert Penn Warren on Brother to Dragons.” in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 338;
and “Foreword” to Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices: A New Version, xiv. Given the
essential thematic identity between the original Brother to Dragons o f 1953 and the new version o f 1979,
we cite primarily, although not exclusively, from the new version.
A second point concerns the varied speakers in the poem. Warren emphasized that Brother to
Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices is not a play. (Warren did, however, write and publish a dramatic
version o f Brother to Dragons. See “Brother to Dragons: A Play in Two Acts,” Georgia Review 30
(Spring 1976): 65-138.) Rather, it is a
dramatic dialogue
The main body of the action lies in the remote past-in the
earthly past of characters long dead-and now they meet at an unspecified place and
unspecified time and try to make sense of the action in which they were involved. We
may take them to appear and disappear as their urgencies of argument swell and
subside.
Robert Penn Warren, "The Way It Was Written,” New York Times Book Review (August 23, 1953), 6;
“Foreword” to Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices: A New Version, xv. Although Jefferson
and his conversion form the center o f the poem, ten other speakers appear, most notably “R.P. W.,”
Warren’s persona and Jefferson’s primary interlocutor. In several long digressions, R.P.W. tells o f his
visits to the ruins at Rocky Hill, where the murder took place. These digressions serve not only as
R.P.W.’s “spiritual history” but also as counterpoint to the conversion story of Jefferson. Dennis M.
Dooley, “The Persona R.P.W. in Brother to Dragons.” in Robert Penn Warren’s “Brother to Dragons”: A
Discussion. 101. The practice of including a story within a story, an exemplum which addresses the moral
dilemma o f the main narrative, is a commonplace in Warren’s work, especially the early novels. See, for
examples, the narratives of Willie Proudfit in Night Rider. Ashby Wyndham in At Heaven’s Gate, and
Cass Mastem in All the King’s Men.
The third introductory point concerns the setting o f the poem, described in the poem as “no
place” and “any time” (3). This setting is, Warren wrote, “a way o f saying that the issues that the
characters here discuss are . . . a human constant” (xv). Clearly, then, the poem points beyond the actual
events of 1811 toward perennial philosophical questions about human nature and toward the course o f
American history. In his foreword to the dramatic version of Brother to Dragons. Warren wrote that his
concern was not the murder itself, but the “symbolic implication” o f the event, first, for Jefferson’s notion
o f human perfectibility and, second, for the “American notion o f our inevitable righteousness in action
and purity in motive.” “Brother to Dragons: A Play in Two Acts,” 66. Warren said elsewhere that he
wanted the poem to have a broad “historical sweep.” See "A Dialogue with Robert Penn Warren on
Brother to Dragons.” in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 348. Because the poem is set in “any time”
and the characters are “ghosts,” the Jefferson character has knowledge o f events that occurred long after
his death, and
if the moral shock to Jefferson administered by the discovery of what was possible in
his blood should turn out to be somewhat literally short o f what is here represented,
subsequent events in the history of our nation, which he helped to found, might amply
supply the defect (xii).
Thus, Jefferson is allowed to say without anachronism, “And as history divulged itself, / 1 saw how the
episode in the meat-house / Would bloom in Time” (85).
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believed his Enlightenment vision o f man found its clearest expression in France, and
not only in philosophical writings but also in the justly proportioned and harmonious
neo-classical architecture that was replacing the nightmarish Gothic style. The latter
lacked geometric precision, conveyed images o f monsters and disturbances, and
represented a “world-view . . . in which the fact o f evil has its place alongside the
good,”6 while the former was orderly, reasonable, and “innocent o f imprecision” (29).
The architecture was suggestive
O f a time to come
If we might take man’s hand, strike shackle, lead him forth
From his own nightmare-then his natural innocence
Would dance like sunlight over the delighted landscape (29).
But Jefferson insisted that, despite his belief in humanity’s promise, he was not naive.
Through simple observation and the study o f history, he was aware o f evil actions and
o f men animated by their passions and interests.
I’m not a fool.
I saw the conduct o f life. I saw the things
Men do, broadcloth and buckskin, friend and foe,
And the stench o f action is not always sweetened
By the civet o f motive, nor motive by good action.
For late at night by the infirm flame I had sat,
While wind walked over Albemarle and sleet
Hissed on the pane, and blood winked
Low in the heart, and I kept my eyes only by
Effort o f will on some disastrous page (26).
The basis for Jefferson’s early idealism was his belief that man, through the exertion of
reason, can escape from what history seems to teach is his “natural bourne and

6William Bedford Clark, ‘“ Canaan’s Grander Counterfeit’: Jefferson and America in Brother to
Dragons.” in James A. Grimshaw, Jr., Robert Penn Warren’s “Brother to Dragons”: A Discussion (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1983), 147.
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constriction” (8). In other words, the observable problem o f evil could be “resolved in
Time” through reason (7). When he looked at man—even the basest o f men—Jefferson
saw only “the towering / Definition, angelic, arrogant, abstract, / Greaved in glory,
thewed with light, the bright / Brow tall as dawn” (8).
The first shock to Jefferson’s definition o f man came when his nephews
butchered the slave. There had been other fiends and other murders, he shouted, but
“Not in my blood! Listen-it is always the dearest that betrays” (34). Lilbume Lewis
was “the foul one” whom Jefferson wished to disown and refused to touch (115).
Jefferson went so far as to describe in graphic detail how Lilbume should have been
killed just after birth, whether by throwing him out with the hogs or “braining” him on
the brickwork o f the chimney (42-43). Either way, all traces o f Lilbume would have
been erased, and the Jefferson blood would have remained untainted by evil. “I regret,
repudiate, and squeeze from my blood the blood o f Lilbume” (43). Later in the poem,
when Isham Lewis related the story o f the murder, Jefferson could not bear to hear it
again: “Enough! We know the rest” (82). R.P.W. interrupted and observed that the
historical Jefferson apparently could not bring himself to speak about the murder and
even continued to publicly declare “In general terms, o f course, [his] old faith / In man”
(84). Jefferson admitted that he had initially been unable to accept the nature o f the
crime and had tried in vain to believe even more sternly in the human potential. On the
first page o f the poem, he tried to explain his silence about the murder:
What else had I in age to cling to,
Even in the face o f knowledge?
I tried to bring myself to say:
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Knowledge is only incidental, hope is all—
. . . . So, in senility
And moments o f indulgent fiction I might try
To defend my old definition o f man (5).
As to his public declarations, Jefferson answered that his personal disillusionment
notwithstanding, he had no right to deprive others o f hope; after all, he argued, man
lives by a tissue o f lies (85). But in the time o f the poem, Jefferson admits that his
nephews’ act ultimately deprived him o f “the dream o f joy” he once had, and by
December 1811 “the axe had been set at the root o f hope” (34, 85).
After Jefferson finally lost his faith in man’s potential, he adopted another
position no more tenable than his original definition. A t several points in the poem,
Jefferson is deeply pessimistic and cynical. When discussing Lilbume’s relationship to
his mother, Jefferson declares that love of all kinds is only “a mask” designed to hide
“the un-uprootable ferocity of self’ (33). And throughout the poem, Jefferson used
images o f animals to convey his belief in man’s essential beastliness. The most striking
example is Jefferson’s adaption of the myth o f Theseus and the Minotaur, with the
Minotaur representing what we may loosely call the “darker side” o f human nature.7
Jefferson erred in believing that, to speak in the terms o f the myth, the individual either
enters the labyrinth and kills the beast or is doomed to wander aimlessly,
. . . Lost,
Every man-jack o f us, in some blind alley, enclave
Crank cul-de-sac, couloir, or corridor

7For a summary o f the myth of Theseus and the Minotaur, see Robert Graves, The Greek Myths
(Wakefield, Rhode Island: Moyer Bell, 1988), 292-95, 336-45, and the sources cited therein. On
Warren’s use o f the Minotaur, see Frederick P. W. McDowell, “Psychology and Theme in Brother to
Dragons.” in Grimshaw, Robert Penn Warren’s “Brother to Dragons”: A Discussion. 46.
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O f Time. Or Self.
And in that dark, no thread (6).
For Jefferson, there was no middle position between man as the confident and
successful slayer o f the beast (as Jefferson m ight have put the matter before 1811) and
man as the hopelessly lost being who is in constant danger o f being devoured.
Even more important, perhaps, than the symbol o f Minotaur is that o f Pasiphae,
the Minotaur’s mother. George Garrett has suggested that in order to understand the
function o f the Pasiphae myth in Brother to Dragons, one should focus on the source o f
Pasiphae’s unnatural lust for the white bull-god that wandered Crete.8 Although there
are three versions o f the story, all of them involve the failure o f either Pasiphae or
Minos to perform some required service to the gods. Pasiphae’s lust for the bull was the
punishment for her disobedience.9 Garrett’s interpretation o f Pasiphae as a type o f Eve
(and o f Pasiphae’s disobedience as a kind o f original sin) is bolstered by Jefferson’s
reference to Pasiphae as the “Dear mother, m other of all” and by his supposition that
during the tryst with the bull-god, Pasiphae entertained images o f a prior innocence: “In
your mind did you see some meadow green, / Som e childhood haven, water and
birdsong, and you a child?” (6). In spite o f her sin, Pasiphae is pitied; as “mother o f
all,” Jefferson notes, “We have not loved you less, poor Pasiphae” (7). But immediately
following this expression of sympathy come these lines:
But no, God no! —I tell you my mother’s name was Jane.

8George Palmer Garrett, “The Function of the Pasiphae Myth in Brother to Dragons.” in
Grimshaw, Robert Penn Warren’s “Brother to Dragons”: A Discussion. 77-79.
9Ibid.
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She was Jane Randolph, bom in England,
Baptized in the Parish o f Shadwell, London.
With this violent interjection, Jefferson is trying to escape his symbolic brotherhood
with the Minotaur. His mother is not Pasiphae but the aristocratic daughter of the
Randolphs.
This illusion o f personal virtue and innocence in a corrupt world (which Warren
called “moral narcissism”10) is suggested in the opening lines o f Brother to Dragons:
My name is Jefferson. Thomas.
Lived. Died. But
Dead, cannot lie down in the
Dark. Cannot, though dead, set
My mouth to the dark stream that I may unknow
All my knowing. Cannot, for if,
Kneeling in that final thirst, I thrust
Down my face, I see come glimmering upward,
White, white out o f the absolute dark o f depth,
My face. And it is only human.
Have you ever tried to kiss that face in the mirror?
Or—ha, ha-has it ever tried to kiss you? Well,
You are only human. Is that a boast? (5).
Considering that Warren uses dark and light symbolism throughout the poem to suggest
the contrast between the beastly and the angelic aspects of human existence, Jefferson’s
remark that he “cannot lie down in the dark” suggests that he cannot accept the fact that
he, too, participates in the darkness which he believes is essentially human.11 Since
Jefferson claimed that what he could not lose in the river o f forgetfulness was his
,0See Robert Penn Warren, “The Use o f the Past,” in New and Selected Essays (New York:
Random House, 1989), 33.
1'Jefferson thus refers to the Minotaur as “midnight’s enormity” (6). Jefferson associates light
with eighteenth-century France, “that land / O f sunlight and the sunlit spirit / That once itself shed light on
all our faces” (27). Enlightened France is thus contrasted with the old “Gothic dark” (29).
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knowledge that man is utterly base, the reader might reasonably have expected that
when Jefferson knelt over the water, he would be just as likely to see the Minotaur’s
bull head as a human face. But Jefferson, in his pridefulness, sees only his own face
reflected, glimmering and white in that absolute dark.
Jefferson’s moral narcissism is further developed in a passage we cited earlier in
our discussion of Jefferson’s older, idealistic understanding o f man.
For late at night by the infirm flame I had sat,
While wind walked over Albemarle and sleet
Hissed on the pane, and blood winked
Low in the heart, and I kept my eyes only by
Effort o f will on some disastrous page (26).
The point we were making then was that Jefferson was not ignorant of human history
but instead trusted in the progress o f human reason and morals to avoid the errors o f the
past. What concerns us now is the imagery o f the house and the natural elements
outside. The house m otif appears earlier in the poem, in a speech by Charles Lewis, the
father o f Isham and Lilbume, who left the highly civilized society o f Albemarle to set
out for the west. Charles Lewis took with him all of his
. . . marks o f rank and occupation, all
Those things, tangible and intangible, that men
Clutch round them like a cloak against the time
when wind sits sudden in the dire
Airt, and cold creeps (11).
He said that he “fled the intolerableness” o f Jefferson’s Virginia, explaining that
Albemarle was intolerable precisely “because there was nothing intolerable in it.”12

12Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices (New York: Random House, 1953), 13.
These words appear only in the original version of 1953.
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That idealized world and Lewis stood as two mirrors set against each other, matching
“gaze for deeper gaze” (11). In the more discursive 1953 edition, Charles Lewis
mentioned how the compounding reflections revealed “corridors infinitely empty,
footless, shadeless, in one bright / And mutual smile o f self-congratulation on
success.”13 Here is the “dear illusion,” as he calls it later (in both editions), o f man’s
hope for perfection; no Minotaur was known to lurk in those bright corridors at
Albemarle.14 In the passage quoted at the beginning o f this paragraph, Jefferson was,
while inside Monticello, literally insulated from the bad weather outside. In terms of
the controlling metaphor o f the house, Warren suggests how Jefferson kept the darker
side o f human nature out o f “the house of the psyche.” 15
To further emphasize Jefferson’s pride, Warren took the title o f his poem from a
phrase in the Book of Job: “I am a brother to dragons, and a companion to owls” (Job
30:29). What Job laments in the twenty-ninth and thirtieth chapters is his loss of
stature. In earlier days, Job was chief among men; when he went into the city, “the
young men saw me, and hid themselves: and the aged arose and stood up” (Job 29:8).
But after his reversal, Job was mocked by those same young men “whose fathers I
would have disdained to have set with the dogs of my flock” (Job 30:1). These people

I3Ibid.
l4When Charles Lewis fled to the west, he left not as a redeemer like Meriwether Lewis but
rather as one of “the damned,” as one who knew the old definition was a lie (12). Lewis built the house at
Rocky Hill, he says, in order “to hide the lie I lived, and was, / And all the trinkets of my emptiness” CH12).
15AIthough Victor Strandberg used this phrase “house of the psyche,” he did not take note of this
important passage from the poem. See “Theme and Metaphor in Brother to Dragons.” in Grimshaw,
Robert Penn Warren’s “Brother to Dragons”: A Discussion. 98-100.
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were driven forth from among men . . . to dwell in the cliffs o f the
valleys, in caves o f the earth, and in the rocks. Among the bushes they
brayed; under the nettles were they gathered together. They were
children o f fools, yea, children o f base men; they were viler than the
earth. And now I am their song, yea, I am their byword. They abhor me,
they flee far from me, and spare not to spit in my face (Job 30:5-10).
Job’s reward for a noble life o f service and stem morality is the contempt o f base men.
This passage provides the context for Job’s remark that he is a “brother to dragons.”
His loss o f stature, his bitterness, and his stubborn pride all prove analogous to the
situation o f Warren’s Thomas Jefferson. Just as Job finally comes to accept his
condition, Jefferson too is ultimately reconciled to Lilbume Lewis and to all that his
terrible crime implies.
Jefferson’s recognition of his own humanity is achieved largely through the
agency o f Meriwether Lewis. When Meriwether re-entered the colloquy and called
attention to his fractured skull (he died by a self-inflicted gunshot wound), he tells
Jefferson, “You ought to recognize your handiwork” (109). Meriwether went into the
wilderness under the influence of Jefferson’s “lie” that innocent man could redeem
nature and time through westward expansion. This aspect of the poem will be discussed
in more detail later, but for now we need only remark on how Meriwether, with the help
o f Lucy Lewis, rebuked Jefferson. Meriwether recounted in considerable detail his
expedition across the continent. His experiences with his men, with certain helpful
Indian tribes they encountered along the way, and with the grand animals they
conquered seemed “for one brief moment” to confirm what Jefferson had taught him
(113). When Meriwether began his trip back to the east, he thought he knew “how men
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may long travel together, as brothers” (113). But he soon learned that he was
unprepared for life among corrupt men in the society to which he returned:
Had I not dreamed that Man at last is Man’s friend
And they will long travel together
And rejoice in steadfastness.
Had I not loved, and lived, your lie, then I
Had not been sent unbuckled and unbraced—
Oh, the wilderness was easy!—
But to find, in the end, the tracklessness
O f the human heart (114).
Meriwether lays some o f the responsibility for his suicide upon Jefferson, and he goes
so far as to call his kinsman the “Great Betrayer” (113). Meriwether had been betrayed
by blood kin, just as Jefferson thought himself betrayed by Lilbume. Meriwether and
Lucy Lewis work out this symbolic equation o f Lilbume and Jefferson in the pages
following. Lucy describes the nature of Lilbume’s act by saying that he foolishly sought
to defend
. . . himself against the darkness that was his.
He felt the dark creep in from all the woods.
He felt the dark fear hiding in his heart.
He saw the dark hand set the white dish down.
He saw poor John as but his darkest self
And all the possibility o f the dark he feared (116).
Lilbume attempted to exorcize his darkest self by murdering the slave John, just as
Jefferson imagined killing the infant Lilbume.
L ucy : When you [Jefferson] had learned in that report from Kentucky
What was possible even in the familial blood,
Then your fear began—
M e r iw e t h e r : —that you were human. Human, too, Old Fellow!

L ucy : Your fear began, and in virtue and sick vanity
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You’d strike poor Lilbume down . . . . (117).
Jefferson’s earlier, ironic remarks about being human and about the objectified bad
come back to indict him .16 Jefferson could no longer think o f himself as “freed, by dint
o f an absolute virtue, from the common human contamination” or as disentangled “from
the influence of the Fall.”17 He finally confessed his own corrupted nature, admitting
that the lie had undone him as well as Meriwether.
After accepting his participation in fallen human nature, Jefferson then asked,
“What is left?” (117). That is, must the old dream of man’s hope be entirely abandoned?
Lucy and Meriwether again take the stage to declare that hope remains, although it must
be “tempered with knowledge o f history and human nature.”18
L u cy : . . . we are human, and must work
In the shade o f the human condition.
M eriw eth er : The dream remains?

I see it-yes. But see
A nobler yet to dream!
L u cy : It will be nobler because more difficult

16At the end of the first section, Jefferson repudiated his old dream o f enlightened angels
stomping down the Gothic “monsters o f man’s begetting” (28). He then referred to the Enlightenment
project as
. . . the old charade where man dreams he can put down
The objectified bad and then feel good.
Ha! The sadistic farce whereby the world is cleansedWhile in the deep
Hovel of the heart the Thing lies
That will never unkennel himself to the contemptible steel (30).
Near the end of the poem, Jefferson comes to believe that he, too, was guilty o f creating an “objectified
bad.” He had erred in believing that “the Thing” haunts Rocky Hill but not Monticello, and that evil lives
in Lilbume Lewis but not in Thomas Jefferson.
17Strandberg, “Theme and Metaphor in Brother to Dragons.” 81-82.
18Hugh Ruppersburg, Robert Penn Warren and the American Imagination. 66
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And cold, in the face o f the old cost
O f our complicities. And—
M e r iw e t h e r : -k n o w led g e o f that cost is,

In itself, a sort of redemption (118).
Jefferson understands their words to mean that the “dream o f the future” requires
knowledge about the often unpleasant “fact o f the past” (118). By the end o f the poem,
Warren’s Jefferson no longer understood history as a mere compendium o f errors that
would be corrected through the progress o f the human mind. Rather, Jefferson came to
believe that human nature was both constant and flawed: history did, in fact, provide an
accurate map o f man’s “natural bourne and constriction” (8), and human limitations
could not be wished away by a belief in progress. Jefferson resolved to modify his
dream for mankind-and for America in particular—by taking into account the baser
aspects o f human nature. Chastened but hopeful, Jefferson assents to Meriwether’s
words, “nothing we had, nothing we were, is lost. All is redeemed, in knowledge.” 19
John Brown and the Rejection o f Ideology
W arren’s concern with human nature and the problem o f moral narcissism is
also evident in his 1929 biography o f abolitionist John Brown.20 Where John Brown

l9Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices: A New Version. 120. Indeed, Jefferson
spoke these words in the original version. See Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices f 19531.
195. Clearly, Jefferson’s “knowledge” o f “the fact of the past” involves more than a detached recognition
o f mundane happenings. As R.P.W. remarked earlier in the poem, knowing may be “a kind o f being,” and
if you know “a thing in all its fullness, / Then you are different” (80-81). Indeed, the murder (and all that
was implied by that act) forced Jefferson to reconsider both his philosophy and his understanding of
himself. Ultimately, Jefferson acknowledges both a sense of participation or communion in fallen human
nature while at the same time retaining some of his earlier hope for human improvement. In his final lines
o f the poem, Jefferson says, “I have eaten the bitter bread. / In joy, would end” (120).
20John Brown: The Making o f a Martyr (New York: Payson and Clarke, 1929; reprint; Nashville:
J.S. Sanders and Company, 1993). Future references to John Brown will be to the reprint edition and will
be cited parenthetically.
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differs from Brother to Dragons is in the former’s emphasis on the political
consequences o f misunderstanding the human condition. John Brown could well be
described as the first o f many excursions into the realm of murderous idealism.21
Years after publishing John Brown: The Making of a Martyr. Warren would say
that he had always had a “constant obsessive interest” in Brown because o f the
fundamental contradiction in his character: “On the one hand, he’s so heroic; on the
other, he’s so vile, pathologically vile.”22 As a literary and historical subject, Brown
presented a problem to which Warren would often return, namely, political idealists’
“elaborate psychological mechanism for justification” (446). As Warren summarized
the matter in an interview, Brown was a case study in “perfect self-deception”: although
Brown represented the right values and lived “in terms o f grand gestures and heroic
stances,” his conduct was often incredibly brutal, and he never seemed to notice this
disjunction between his life at the level o f idea and at the level o f fact.23 What Warren
could not fathom was how Brown could avoid knowledge regarding his own fallen
nature, condone morally questionable actions as long as they are done for the proper
end, and deny responsibility for the consequences o f his actions. In his study o f John
Brown’s character, Warren could discern no inner struggle, no psychological tension, no
sense o f doubt, and no wavering in his conviction that he knew the will o f God—and all
this is true in spite o f his brutality and the harm done by his actions.
2ISee C. Vann Woodward, “Introduction,” to John Brown, xvi-xvii.
22“Robert Penn Warren: An Interview,” by Marshall Walker (1969), in Talking with Robert Penn
Warren. 155.
23Ibid.
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John Brown’s blindness to his own fallen state was inextricably linked with his
peculiar view o f the Christian religion (and o f his own role in giving effect to the divine
will). It should be noted that Warren does not denigrate every aspect o f Brown’s
religiosity and in fact allows the reader to see early manifestations o f Christian
sympathy that formed his opposition to slavery. As an old man, Brown wrote his
autobiography for a son of a patron and told of how at a young age he witnessed the
beating of a slave boy and began to brood over the “wretched, hopeless condition o f
fatherless and motherless slave children.” He was led to inquire whether God was their
father, and the obvious answer led him in turn to “declare or swear eternal war with
slavery” (19). Although this particular story is apocryphal, there is other evidence o f
Brown’s mild Christian humanitarianism, the most important o f which is a letter written
to his brother in 1834. John Brown wrote that he was trying to “do something in a
practical way for my poor fellowmen who are in bondage” (31). He planned to acquire
a young male slave and raise him as his own son, that is, as a free, educated, and
responsible Christian. This plan, Warren noted, was mild, legal, and consistent with the
beliefs of many other Abolitionist families in the North.
But there was a serious discontinuity between Brown’s modest plan o f educating
one black slave and his assertion ten years later that the system o f slavery “will have to
go out in blood. Those men who hold slaves have even forfeited their right to live”
(52). The slaveholders’ violation o f divine law as John Brown understood it sanctioned
their extermination at the hands of God’s servants. Warren endorsed the judgment o f a
clergyman at the time o f John Brown’s execution: “religion was the crutch on which his
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fanaticism walked” (434). Brown took from the Bible those verses or passages that
spoke to him about oppression and rebellion and divine assistance in a political cause,
and he often quoted and added his own gloss to two passages from Paul’s epistles to the
Romans and to the Hebrews: “If God be for us, who can be against us?” and “Without
the shedding o f blood, there is no remission o f sins.” With his understanding o f how
God was “carrying out his eternal purpose” in history, Brown could confidently join
God’s army and serve in the vanguard for this movement through history (63). While in
jail awaiting his execution, Brown was asked whether anyone had sent him, and he
responded that the one who sent him was God, for he “acknowledge[d] no master in
human form” (349). Being divinely chosen, he could declare on many important
occasions that he “habitually expected to succeed in [his] undertakings. With this
feeling should be coupled the consciousness that our plans are right in themselves”
(128). Thus the will of God and the will o f the self eventually became indistinguishable
in the mind o f John Brown.24
Brown’s understanding o f the divine will and o f his role in God’s plan had
serious political consequences. The fundamental problem is that Brown’s followers
“never saw men as men, motivated by a confusion of passions, desires, and beliefs;
[they] saw them as ciphers” (217-18). John Brown and his men failed to see the mixed
motives and ironies in their own political position. As fighters for God and for

24“The ‘thought’ of the really convinced antinomian must, of course, always claim to identify
itself with the will of Christ, God, the Over-Soul, Historical Necessity, of the Universe.” See “Ralph
Waldo Emerson,” in R.W.B. Lewis, Cleanth Brooks, and Robert Penn Warren, eds., American Literature:
The Makers and the Making.fNew York: St. Martin’s Press, 1973), 346. Whether Warren wrote this
particular passage is unknown.
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Freedom, their noble stance obscured every selfish motive and justified every act o f
cruelty: “The divinely inspired end justified all means” (263; 318). Neither were
Brown’s men able to recognize any human dimension in their avowed enemies. As
noted above, slaveholders—whether brutal or paternalistic, morally smug or with uneasy
conscience-had forfeited their right to live. John Brown found them in violation o f both
the Christian Golden Rule and the American Declaration o f Independence, these being,
according to Emerson, the two chief articles in Brown’s creed (245). And Brown took
these two articles quite seriously: “Better that a whole generation o f men, women, and
children should pass away by a violent death, than that one word o f either should be
violated in this country” (245). With this understanding o f the situation, they were
obviously dissatisfied with the prospects o f reaching a workable solution to the problem
o f slavery through persuasion, compromise, and legal change. Human law was simply
another “imperfect institution devised by . . . imperfect men” that could not be made to
conform fully and immediately with the model government in the abolitionist mind
(317-18). Believing that the United States Constitution was, in the words o f William
Lloyd Garrison, “a covenant with Hell,” John Brown called a new Constitutional
Convention in Chatham, Canada, in the 1850s. Thirty-six men, twelve o f them white,
attended this convention. The Provisional Constitution began with the declaration that
slavery in the United States was by its essence “a most barbarous, unprovoked, and
unjustifiable war” o f the white citizens against the black portion o f the state (281). With
this pretense to authority and legitimacy, John Brown, acting as Commander in Chief
under this provisional constitution, could further justify his raids: in the prosecution o f
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this just war, what was usually called robbery and murder would become confiscation
and execution. The provisional government represents an appeal to a higher law set
over and against the legitimate authority of the state and federal governments. Two o f
Brown’s benefactors summarized this matter well: John Brown, according to Bronson
Alcott, was an “idealist. . . superior to all legal traditions” and, according to Wendell
Phillips, “sailed with letters o f marque from God” (313, 222).
With their distorted view o f human nature, their disregard for legal processes
and institutions, and their confident reading of divine purpose in history, John Brown’s
raiders could neither foresee nor accept responsibility for the consequences of their holy
war. In this respect, Brown compares poorly with men like Abraham Lincoln, who were
“humane” and “wise” and, therefore, had no illusions about eschatological change in
society (317). Lincoln knew that man and his institutions were imperfect, and he strove
to do his best within the natural limits o f human existence. Consequently, Lincoln
regarded “every illegal act, and every imprudent act” that Brown and his men committed
as an injury to the anti-slavery cause (315). After John Brown’s execution, Lincoln told
the abolitionists that they could not object to the execution even though Brown had
agreed with them in believing that slavery was wrong: “That cannot excuse violence,
bloodshed, and treason. It could avail him nothing that he might think himself right”
(403). At the end o f his life, Brown insisted that all he had endeavored was “to do for
those in distress and greatly oppressed, as we would be done by” (383-84). Warren
remarked that the reporters o f the day published the eloquent apology gladly; the words
looked well in print, as they have ever since. But for Warren, the question is how those
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words would “have looked in blood,” for the means chosen by Brown would have led
inevitably to even more bloodshed (384).
Brown’s fanaticism, as Warren presents it, is rooted in self-deception regarding
his own shortcomings and the limited possibilities o f political action. The disorder
wrought by abolitionism can be traced to these fundamental errors. As C. Vann
Woodward put it, John Brown’s misunderstanding o f the human condition led him to
“intervene recklessly and self-destructively in events o f great complexity with results
that [were] unanticipated and often tragic or ironic or both.”25
The Metaphysical Basis o f Original Sin
As is clear from John Brown and Brother to Dragons. Warren believed that some
flaw in human nature places limits on what man may hope to achieve through political
action. Warren was usually content to explain this flaw as an empirical fact, a matter of
common sense, or a fact gleaned from self-examination. As in Brother to Dragons, the
focus could be on historical study because history reveals to man his “natural bourne
and constriction” (8). But in a contemporaneous essay on “Knowledge and the Image o f
Man,”26 Warren presented a metaphysical explanation for man’s humility.

25“History in Robert Penn Warren’s Fiction,” in The Future of the Past (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1989), 224.
26Warren presented the essay at a conference on “Man’s Right to Knowledge and the Free Use
Thereof’ during Columbia University’s bicentennial celebration of in 1954. On the conference, see Mark
Van Doren. Man’s Right to Knowledge and the Free Use Thereof fNew York: Columbia University Press,
1954). The chairman o f Columbia’s Bicentennial Committee, Arthur Hays Sulzberger (who was then
publisher o f The New York Times'), explicitly drew a connection between the conference’s theme and
Senator Joseph McCarthy’s hearings on un-American activities. Sulzberger charged that the anti
communists, while properly opposing “tyranny, subversion, [and] infiltration,” were steadily yielding to
the temptation to reach their goals through improper methods such as censorship and intimidation. False
ideas, Sulzberger insisted, must be combated in the realm of ideas and not through “brute force” and
political coercion; hence the need for intellectual freedom. See Arthur Hays Sulzberger, “Man’s Right to
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“Knowledge and the Image o f Man” begins with the observation that the
intrinsic worth o f each individual is a fundamental premise o f Western, democratic
society. This conviction that “the story of every soul is the story o f its self-definition for
good or evil, salvation or damnation” has its origin in Christianity.27 From the
individual’s duty to choose good or evil comes an implied, correlative right to whatever
knowledge is necessary for his salvation. If one speaks solely in terms o f man’s
temporal existence, man has a right to whatever knowledge is necessary for his “best
fulfilment.”28 The knowledge to which Warren refers, o f course, is not mere technical
knowledge. It is a moral knowledge and, more specifically, a knowledge o f one’s self:
“[o]nly by knowledge does man achieve his identity.”29 The next question, then, is how
man can come to a proper understanding o f himself. Warren described a dialectical
movement which begins with the individual’s intuitive sense o f the unity o f Being.
Reacting against this unity, man asserts his separateness from creation and from other
men; man’s discovery o f his “separateness” constitutes, in some sense, a fall. But from
the recognition o f his tendencies toward evil and his sense o f isolation, man may

Knowledge and the Free Use Thereof,” Occasional Paper 61 (University o f Hawaii, March 1954), 4, 8,
and 11. Many papers delivered at the conference made similar points, and most expressed a kind of
liberal optimism in human reason. Warren’s paper, however, approached the problem o f “man’s right to
knowledge” from a different angle. While acknowledging the need for intellectual freedom, Warren also
spoke at length on the “threat from well-meaning friends” who lack an understanding o f original sin and
of tragedy. If man has a right to knowledge, Warren insisted, man certainly has a right to know the
fullness and complexity o f his own nature, specifically his capacity for evil as well as good. The lack of
this tragic vision, Warren added, is ultimately a greater threat to American literature, politics, and
intellectual life in general than threats o f Congressional censorship.
27“Knowledge and the Image o f Man,” Sewanee Review 62 (Spring 1955): 182.
28Ibid., 182-83.
29Ibid„ 186.
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develop a better ideal o f human excellence and place his relations with nature and other
men on a stable footing. This “growth o f moral awareness,” as Warren calls it, is
necessary for the proper functioning o f art and politics, for only then does one realize
what it means to be fully human.30
If we consider the three stages o f Warren’s argument in more detail, we may
begin with this passage from “Knowledge and the Image o f Man”:
[Kjnowledge gives [man] his identity because it gives him the image o f
himself. And the image o f himself necessarily has a foreground and a
background, for man is in the world not as a billiard ball placed on a
table, not even as a ship on the ocean with location determinable by
latitude and longitude. He is, rather, in the world with continual and
intimate interpenetration, an inevitable osmosis o f being, which in the
end does not deny, but affirms, his identity.31
There are two key phrases, used interchangeably, in this passage: the “foreground and
background” o f human existence and the “osmosis o f being.” At first glance, these
passages call to mind the traditional notion o f the “great chain o f being.” Warren was
surely familiar with this imagery through his early reading o f Alexander Pope, if from
no other source. In the Essay on Man. Pope wrote about this
Vast chain of being! which from God began;
Natures ethereal, human, angel, man,
Beast, bird, fish, insect, who no eye can see,
30Ibid., 186-87. Warren’s dialectical movement resembles, at least superficially, the argument of
Jacques Maritain in Approaches to God, trans. Peter O’Reilly (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1954);
Existence and the Existent: An Essay on Christian Existentialism, trans. Lewis Galantiere and Gerald B.
Phelan (New York: Pantheon Books, 1948); The Dream o f Descartes (New York: Philosophical Library,
1944). It is unclear whether Warren had read Maritain. Allen Tate, however, by the 1940s had converted
to Catholicism and begun a long friendship with Maritain. See John M. Dunaway, ed., Exiles and
Fugitives: The Letters of Jacques and Raissa Maritain. Allen Tate, and Caroline Gordon (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1992). It is possible, then, that Warren could have learned o f Maritain
from Tate and appropriated Maritain’s Christian existentialism to his own unorthodox views.
3'“Knowledge and the Image o f Man,” 186-87.
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No glass can reach; from infinite to thee;
From thee to nothing.
Man is in the middle state, “in doubt to deem himself a God or Beast,” vacillating
between wisdom and ignorance, thought and passion. Man is, as Pope concludes, “the
glory, jest, and riddle of the world.”32 This theme of man’s complex nature recurs often
in Warren’s work: while man was made “a little lower than the angels” (Ps. 8:5), he can
also seem at times a mere beast and a “brother to dragons” (Job 30:29).
The phrase “osmosis of being,” however, implies more than the “great chain of
being” metaphor would allow. Warren’s “osmosis” seems to be equivalent to
Coleridge’s “theme o f sacramental vision, or the theme o f the ‘One Life’ . . . . in which
all creation participates.”33 That is, the interconnectedness between man and man, and
between man and nature, seems to be derived from the fact that all beings have a
common source and destination. In the resolution to Warren’s “Ballad o f a Sweet
Dream o f Peace,” the guide explains: “You fool, poor fool, all Time is a dream, and
we’re all one Flesh, at last.”34 That state o f “one Flesh,” an undifferentiated mass, is the
depth that receives beings when they perish.35 If Warren’s “osmosis” is equivalent to

“I * )

"Alexander Pope, Essay on Man. Epistles 1 and 2, in The Complete Works o f Pope [Cambridge
edition], ed. Henry W. Boynton (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1903), 142-43. See also Arthur O.
Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study in the History o f an Idea (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 1936).
33Robert Penn Warren, “A Poem o f Pure Imagination: An Experiment in Reading,” in New and
Selected Essays. 348, 356.
34Promises: Poems. 1954-1956 (New York: Random House, 1957), 71.
35Warren’s metaphors reveal an affinity not only to Coleridge but also to pre-Socratic
philosophy. Consider how Eric Voegelin summarized Anaximander’s metaphysical symbolism: “[T]he
poles of being were Apeiron [the Unlimited] and Time. The Apeiron was the inexhaustibly creative
ground (arche) that released ‘things’ into being and received them back when they perished; while Time
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Coleridge’s neo-Platonic notion o f the “One Life,” then a problem arises: how does this
“inevitable osmosis o f being” affirm rather than deny man’s sense o f identity? Warren
is surely not thinking o f personal identity in a Christian sense, that is, in terms o f an
individual soul which persists after death. Apparently, Warren is thinking o f identity in
a generic sense: to be human is to be a created, limited, and mortal being-that is the
kind o f identity which the theory o f “One Life” affirms. As Victor Strandberg has
noted, a recognition o f this osmosis o f being inspires in the individual a profound sense
of “humility.”36
This interpretation o f Warren’s osmosis seems to be confirmed by a reading o f
Warren’s 1944 poem “The Ballad o f Billie Potts,”37 which Warren described many years
later as his version o f The Rime o f the Ancient Mariner.38 Warren’s subject for the
poem was a folk tale he had heard in childhood. Big Billie Potts was an early nineteenth
century inn-keeper and thief living in the wild country between the Cumberland and
Tennessee Rivers who supplemented his income by arranging for the robbery and
murder o f prosperous travelers who stopped at his inn. His usual mode o f operation

with its ordinance was the limiting pole o f existence.” Eric Voegelin, The Ecumenic Age. Vol. 4 o f Order
and History (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1974), 185. For Anaximander, see also G.
S. Kirk, J. E. Raven, and M. Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers: A Critical History with a Selection
of Texts, second edition, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 105-22.
36Victor Strandberg, “Warren’s Osmosis,” in Critical Essays on Robert Penn Warren, ed.
William Bedford Clark (Boston: G. K. Hall and Company, 1981), 130.
37Robert Penn Warren, “The Ballad of Billie Potts,” in New and Selected Poems. 1923-1985
(New York: Random House, 1985), 287-300.
38Warren remarked in a 1979 interview that “The Ballad of Billie Potts” was “my version of the
same idea” that Coleridge had explored in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. See “A Dialogue with
Robert Penn Warren on Brother to Dragons.” in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 342.
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involved sending a runner ahead o f the departing traveler to notify a henchman that a
“prospect” was on the way. One day, when Big Billie Potts could not find a runner, he
asked his son, Little Billie, to send the message to the gang waiting down the road.
Little Billie tried mightily to impress his parents and to prove his manhood by carrying
out the robbery himself, but the attempt failed miserably. Big Billie Potts sent his son
away to the W est before Little Billie was caught (and before Big Billie’s scheme could
be uncovered). Little Billie thrived out West: in a secular sense, he was reborn,
redeemed, and perfected. But in spite o f his worldly success, Billie felt compelled to
return to the land between the rivers; he felt “the itch and humble promise which is
home.”39 Upon returning, he learned that his parents still kept the inn and decided to
tease them by posing as a traveler. Desperate for money and not recognizing their
grown son under his long beard, Big Billie and his wife lured this wealthy traveler to the
stream for water, and as Little Billie knelt down to the stream, Big Billie set a hatchet in
his head. Only later, when a friend o f Little Billie’s who had seen him on the road came
to visit, did Big Billie Potts suspect that he had killed his son. They exhume the body to
look for the clover-shaped birthmark under his left breast. The mark, the narrator says,
“was shaped for luck.”40
Warren divided “The Ballad o f Billie Potts” into two distinct elements: the
narrative itself and a kind of commentary interspersed between the narrative sections.
William Bedford Clark rightly suggests that “the parenthetical, meditative passages

39“The Ballad of Billie Potts,” 299.
40Ibid., 299-300.
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serve to elevate the Potts legend to that level o f myth at which particularized events take
on universal significance.”41 Billie’s flight to the West represents an attempt to escape
from the consequences o f his guilt and from the human condition in general, but he
realized that he was not satisfied with the new name, new face, and new “innocence”
that the passage o f time and the great distance had given him. While out West, Billie
knelt at a stream and realized that his identity is nothing more than a reflection on the
surface: “Under the image on the water the water coils and goes.”42 Billie then set out
for home “in search o f a truer image, vaguely intuited from long ago.”43 But his search
for a prelapsarian, innocent self was doomed to fail. Instead, he received a terrible
lesson from his father about the limits o f human existence in Time: death and sin are
Little Billie’s patrimony. As Little Billie stared into the water for the second time, just
before he was murdered, the speaker o f the commentary suggests that what Little Billie
lost was perhaps “lost in the pool long ago.”44 The full import o f this remark becomes
clear only at the end o f the poem. Musing on Billie’s symbolic return, the narrator says:
The salmon heaves at the fall, and, wanderer, you
Heave at the great fall o f Time, and gorgeous, gleam
In the powerful arc, and anger and outrage like dew,

41“A Meditation on Folk History: The Dramatic Structure of Robert Penn Warren’s ‘The Ballad
of Billie Potts,”’ in Critical Essays on Robert Penn Warren. 154. Warren wrote in his 1935 essay, “John
Crowe Ransom: A Study in Irony” that “a myth is a fiction, a construct, which expresses a truth and
affirms a value. It is not an illustration o f doctrine. It differs from allegory in that its components, not to
be equated with anything else, function in their own right.” In Thomas Daniel Young, ed., John Crowe
Ransom: Critical Essays and a Bibliography (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1968), 27.
42“The Ballad of Billie Potts,” 292.
43Victor Strandberg, The Poetic Vision of Robert Penn Warren (Lexington: University Press of
Kentucky, 1977), 152. See also Clark, “A Meditation on Folk History,” 157.
44“The Ballad o f Billie Potts,” 297.
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In your plunge, fling, and plunge to the thunderous stream:
Back to the silence, back to the pool, back
To the high pool, motionless, and the unmurmuring dream.45
The innocence Billie searches for can be found only in the non-individuated Being
symbolized by the motionless pool. That is, the return to “innocence” requires death, as
an end to this life and a return to that pool o f Being. Existence in this world requires
coming to terms with death, sin, and human limitation. The reader is thus led to
distinguish between existence in the Apeiron and personal identity in Time-the former
associated with unity, innocence, and peace (the motionless pool), and the latter with
individuation, experience, strife (the “thunderous stream”). The osmosis o f being-in the
broadest, metaphysical sense-thus affirms man’s “identity” as a limited being in Time.
Only with this knowledge, and the humility that comes with it, can man assume his
proper role and function in this world.
Coleridge exercised a great influence over Warren’s theory of human nature, not
only in regard to the notion o f the “One Life” but also to the next step of the dialectic
when man loses or denies his instinctive sense of the osmosis of being. Warren wrote,
“Despite this osmosis o f being to which I have referred, man’s process o f self-definition
means that he distinguishes himself from the world and from other men. He
disintegrates his primal instinctive sense o f unity, he discovers separateness.”46 Part of
Warren’s meaning is that man’s striving for distinction or excellence, man’s refusal to

4SIbid., 299.
46“Knowledge and the Image of Man,” 187. See also Allen Shepherd, “Robert Penn Warren as a
Philosophical Novelist.” Western Humanities Review 24 (Spring 1970): 160-61.
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sink into a brutish existence, is admirable, but what Warren primarily has in mind in this
passage is man’s prideful rebellion against his condition as a limited being. In this
rebellion, man is doomed to fail and to then discover “the pain o f self-criticism and the
pain o f isolation.”47 This discovery o f separateness, followed by a longing for
reconciliation, is at the heart of Coleridge’s The Rime o f the Ancient Mariner. Consider
how Warren summarized the fable:
The Mariner shoots the bird; suffers various pains, the greatest o f which
is loneliness and spiritual anguish; upon recognizing the beauty o f the
foul sea snakes, experiences a gush o f love for them and is able to pray;
is returned miraculously to his home port, where he discovers the joy of
human communion in G od.. . .48
If we substitute “isolation and self-criticism” for “loneliness and spiritual anguish,” and
if we note the importance o f the new “communion,” it becomes clear why Warren’s
interpretation o f The Rime o f the Ancient Mariner is particularly germane to this section
o f the “Knowledge and the Image o f Man.” As Warren argued, Coleridge’s mariner is
representative o f mankind, and his action represents the common human exercise o f the
corrupted will.
The Mariner’s “crime” (and the proximate cause for his separateness) was, o f
course, killing the albatross. But the common demand to know the Mariner’s “motive”
is fundamentally misguided and threatens to cloud the religious and philosophical
subjects o f the poem. As Warren insisted, since Coleridge had in mind the myth and
meaning of the Fall of man, this question o f motive recedes before the presentation of

47“KnowIedge and the Image of Man,” 187.
48Robert Penn Warren, "A Poem o f Pure Imagination: An Experiment in Reading,” 355.
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the mystery o f the will’s corruption.49 While this re-enactment o f the Fall is without
motive in the common sense o f the word, Coleridge must present the Mariner’s sin as an
“appropriate expression o f the essence o f the will.”50 Man’s will, as Coleridge wrote in
The Statesman’s Manual, tends toward a rebellious pride and forgets his status as a
created being; he tries to find in human desire “alone the one absolute motive o f
action.”51 Acting without a sense o f pious regard for the rest o f creation is, Coleridge
adds, the characteristic o f “the mighty hunters of mankind from Nimrod to Bonaparte,”52
a phrase which echoes the action from The Rime o f the Ancient Mariner, since the
killing o f the albatross is symbolically identified with the hunting o f a man. When the
bird first appears,
As if it had been a Christian soul,
We hailed it in God’s name.
And later, both in the poem and in the marginal gloss, the bird eats human food, is
described as “pious,” was received with “hospitality,” and “loved the man” who killed
it. Symbolically, then, killing the bird can be considered a murder.53 One should also

49Warren quoted a passage from Coleridge’s Table Talk: “A Fall o f some sort or other-the
creation, as it were, of the nonabsolute-is the fundamental postulate o f the moral history o f Man. Without
this hypothesis, Man is unintelligible; with it, every phenomenon is explicable. The mystery itself is too
profound for human insight.” Ibid., 359. Original sin, as Coleridge noted elsewhere, is indeed a
“Mystery, that is, a Fact, which we see, but cannot explain” in normal terms o f causation. See Aids to
Reflection (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993), 288.
50“A Poem of Pure Imagination: An Experiment in Reading,” 360.
5'ibid., 360-61.
52lbid.
53An actual murder would certainly have distracted the reader from the ultimate religious
significance o f the poem; as it stands, the crime against God and Nature receives the proper emphasis.
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add that this pride associated with the corrupt will is fundamentally the same sin
committed by the other sailors: they praise or condemn the act according to its apparent
consequences. As Warren put it, all o f the sailors have “violated the sacramental
conception of the universe, by making man’s convenience the measure o f an act, by
isolating him from Nature and the ‘One Life.’”54 His particularly human act o f pride
and self-assertion thus sets the Mariner against God, Nature, and other men.
Through the agency o f his corrupt will, the Mariner discovered separateness and
brought about isolation and self-criticism, but in the end he was able to rediscover “the
joy o f human communion in God.” Like Coleridge, Warren emphasized that man does
not have to stay in that condition o f isolation and anguish; there is a final movement
from “separateness” to “communion”5S which we will discuss below. The key point for
the moment is that Warren, in spite o f his use of theological metaphors such as original
sin and the fall o f man, followed a decidedly unorthodox theory o f metaphysics in
explaining what he called “the tragic pathos o f life.”56
54Ibid., 361, 363-64.
55Warren noted that this movement toward communion is a central theme of modem literature.
In his essay on “Love and Separateness in Eudora Welty” (1944), Warren argued that almost all of the
stories in Welty’s The Wide Net “deal with people who, in one way or another, are cut off, alienated,
isolated from the world.” (For example, Warren compared the protagonist of “Keela, the Outcast Indian
Maiden” with Coleridge’s ancient mariner: both characters had committed a crime and were trying “to re
establish [their] connection with humanity.”) The “fact of isolation” was the starting point o f Welty’s
stories, and the drama developed when the protagonist would attempt to “escape into the world” or when
the protagonist (or sometimes only the reader) would discover the nature o f the character’s “predicament.”
Warren described this predicament in familiar terms: man is bound to mediate the “two poles” of the
human condition: “the dream and the world; the idea and nature; innocence and experience; individuality
and the anonymous, devouring life-flux; meaning and force; love and knowledge.” These contrasting
poles, Warren emphasized, “are not susceptible of a single standard resolution,” but the vital effort at
reconciliation is essential. Robert Penn Warren, “Love and Separateness in Eudora Welty,” in Selected
Essays (New York: Random House, 1958), 160-61, 163, and 167.
56“Knowledge and the Image o f Man,” 187.
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C h a pt e r fo u r
N a t u r a l is m a n d V ir t u e

“The Passionate Emp tiness o f Men”
Students o f Robert Penn Warren’s early poetry1have often remarked on how
much influence T. S. Eliot wielded over the younger poet. Eliot was surely, as Louis D.
Rubin put it, Warren’s “earliest and most pervasive influence.”2 But Rubin and others
seem to misunderstand the scope o f Eliot’s influence, for Warren was impressed by
much more than Eliot’s “technique.” Warren himself argued in a 1939 essay that many
poets o f his generation were drawn to Eliot for philosophical reasons as well. As
Warren put it, Eliot’s importance for contemporary poetry can be explained by the fact
that his poetry “springs from the contemplation of a question which is central in modem
life: can man live on the purely naturalistic level?”3 Can man believe, in other words,
that he lives in “a universe devoid o f transcendental, metaphysical, or divine forces”?4
If man does believe in naturalism, then what effects will that belief have on politics, art,

lBy Warren’s early poetry, we refer to those poems written before 1944. Warren published
almost one hundred poems between 1922 and 1944 but then published no poetry at all for nine years.
Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices appeared in 1953, followed by Promises: Poems. 19541956 in 1957. Altogether, Warren published nearly five hundred poems. See James A. Grimshaw, Jr.,
Robert Penn Warren: A Descriptive Bibliography. 1922-1979 (Charlottesville: University Press of
Virginia, 1981).
2Louis D. Rubin, Jr., The Wary Fugitives: Four Poets and the South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1978), 330. “Eliot was his earliest and most pervasive influence.. . . The
influence, however, was mostly in technique.” Ibid.
3“The Present State of Poetry: In the United States,” Kenvon Review 1 (Autumn 1939): 395-96.
Warren described the modem world as presented in Eliot’s The Wasteland as “a world without a
sustaining faith, a world of fragments,” which seemed to preclude the living of a fully human life.
4This definition of philosophical naturalism is taken from Lilian R. Furst and Peter K. Skine,
Naturalism (London: Metheun and Company, 1971), 2.
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and other aspects o f human life? As Warren pointed out, many American writers had
come under the influence o f philosophical naturalism, and perhaps no artist was more
convincing than Theodore Dreiser.
When Warren inquired into what kind o f world stirred Dreiser’s imagination,
Warren was led to move beyond the simple question o f what material Dreiser had
chosen and toward the problem o f how Dreiser handled that material, or what meaning
he had found in human experience. Put simply, the vision o f life presented in Dreiser’s
fiction is one o f “the God-abandoned and sanctioned-stripped world o f natural process,”
a vision that implies that “vice and virtue might, in themselves, be mere accidents, mere
irrelevances in the process o f human life, and that the world was a great machine,
morally indifferent.”5 Warren suggested that Dreiser’s work, written in the first quarter
o f the twentieth century, possesses a certain documentary value, for the novels remind
later readers of “the shock that the survival o f the fittest made on the old-fashioned
world.”6 The point is that the world in which Dreiser lived (and Warren grew up) was
still coming to terms with relatively new intellectual developments, most importantly
the theory of evolution and modem theories o f psychology. W hat was implied by man’s
descent from beasts and by unconscious drives that govern his action? Coincident with
this growing sense o f man’s dark inward mystery was an acute awareness o f “the black

s“An American Tragedy.” Yale Review 52 (October 1962): 2-4; Homage to Theodore Dreiser.
August 27. 1871-December 28. 1945. on the Centennial of His Birth fNew York: Random House, 1971),
34-36. Since human life was a product o f what Dreiser called “chemism,” the accidental and often bitter
collisions o f blind forces, the characters o f his novels often fall into categories like the “superman” (with
superior chemism) or the pitiful human creature doomed to fail. Ibid.
6“An American Tragedy.” 3.
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outward abyss o f nature.”7 The universe described by modem physicists was more vast,
and man seemingly more insignificant, than ever imagined before. It hardly seems
exaggerated to say that at the beginning o f the twentieth century man was forced into
“the most radical self-reassessment in human history.”8
Unlike Eliot, Allen Tate, Cleanth Brooks, and others in his circle, Warren was
unable to answer the challenges o f naturalism with a belief in Christianity. He was a
religious

“y e a m e r ,”

as he often said, but he rested “uneasily in the theological formulas

available within a rigorous and comprehensive system.”9 In one o f his earliest
published poems, “To a Face in the Crowd,”10 Warren accepts the vision o f a “Godabandoned” world yet refuses to despair. In the middle stanzas o f the poem, the speaker
imagines himself on a seashore. Behind the speaker stands a “taciturn tall stone,” the
monument of earlier generations who had “wrestled with the ocean,” which here, as in
many other of Warren’s poems, calls to mind the infinite vastness o f space and eternity.
As the older generations struggled nobly, the speaker declares that he, too, must wrestle
with the ocean in spite o f being terribly “afraid.”11 In later poems, Warren returned to

7“‘The Great Mirage’: Conrad and Nostromo,” in New and Selected Essays (New York: Random
House, 1989), 158.
8Furst and Skine, Naturalism. 16.
9James Justus, The Achievement o f Robert Penn Warren (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1981), 2. As Justus suggests, much of Warren’s resistance to systematic religion was
rooted in the belief that theologians were not confronting fully the appeal o f modem naturalism.
10New and Selected Poems (New York: Random House, 1985), 322. This poem was first
published in The Fugitive and was included in every volume o f Warren’s collected poems.
1!Part o f the speaker’s underlying fear is that death might mean the extinction o f the self. See
Victor H. Strandberg, A Colder Fire: The Poetry of Robert Penn Warren (Lexington: University of
Kentucky Press, 1965), 10.
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the central question raised in “To a Face in the Crowd,” namely, whether twentiethcentury man has any viable alternatives to naturalism. Warren began his 1935 poem
“History” 12 with an account of the pioneering generations who suffered greatly but
persevered and enjoyed what pleasures they could. The speaker then sets this vision of
heroic vitality against one o f declension:
In the new land .
Our seed shall prosper, and
In those unsifted times
Our sons shall cultivate peculiar crimes,
Having not love, nor hate,
Nor memory.
Yet a few among the new generation have a sense o f memory and peer into dim pools
searching for their ancestors’ secret. These same seekers have become the “most weary,
/ Most defective o f desire,” for they are thwarted by Time, that “aimless bitch”
Forever quartering the ground in which
The blank and fanged
Rough certainty lies hid.
Time has, it seems, deprived them o f certainty, o f metaphysical knowledge, o f an
animating myth that gives purpose to their lives.
A complete review of Warren’s early poetry would confirm that he was deeply
affected by the naturalistic vision. Warren’s poetry before 1960 is characterized by its
confrontation with naturalism and the exploration o f various responses ranging from
“the death-wish at one extreme to intuitions of supernatural redemption at the other.”13

12Selected Poems. 1923-1975 (New York: Random House, 1976), 294-96.
13Strandberg, A Colder Fire. 5.
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The major point for now is that Warren, although he never accepted any religious
doctrine, did not embrace naturalism on the same terms as Dreiser, for example.
Warren suggested that what shocked Dreiser’s readers was not so much what he showed
them but the manner in which he presented the naturalistic view o f the world; that is,
Dreiser him self was not shocked by what he described and instead regarded the world’s
great machine with “moral detachment.”14 Warren, on the other hand, insisted that
naturalism did not forestall the possibility o f moral responsibility and that virtue was
surely not a “mere irrelevance.”
Before formulating his own response to naturalism, though, Warren studied and
criticized some of the “last-ditch efforts to maintain at least some dignity and
importance o f self, regardless o f the contrary implications o f naturalism.” 15 Most o f the
purported solutions to the problem of naturalism were based on an untenable conception
o f the human condition. In his 1943 suite o f poems, “Mexico Is a Foreign Country: Five
Studies in Naturalism,” Warren dramatized the longing for death, the sinking into
hedonism, the prideful stoicism, and the political extremism he had noticed among his
contemporaries.16 Each poem in the suite dramatized a different spiritual response to
naturalism, and in most cases, a revolt against a world in which the speaker feels lost.

l4Homaee to Theodore Dreiser. 35.
I5Strandberg, A Colder Fire. 106.
I6The five poems in the suite are “Butterflies Over the Map,” “Siesta Time in Village Plaza by
Ruined Bandstand and Banana Tree,” “The World Comes Galloping: A True Story,” “ Small Soldiers
with Drum in Large Landscape,” and “The Mango on the Mango Tree.” The poems are included in
Selected Poems. 1923-1943 (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1944), 53-59. For a reading of
this suite o f poems, see Strandberg, A Colder Fire. 100-14.
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These responses ultimately have a political aspect insofar as they present a vision o f
what human life should be, and the degraded or incomplete views of man lay the
groundwork for political disorder. Yet the response that is most obviously political, and
the one response that attracted much o f Warren’s attention from the 1920s to the early
1940s, was political messianism. With the rise o f Marxism-Leninism, National
Socialism, and Fascism during this period, Warren’s preoccupation with violent
political extremism comes as no surprise. These political mass movements were
infused with “expectation[sj o f universal regeneration” and purported “to offer a
coherent, complete, and final solution to the problem o f social evil.”17
Warren believed there was a connection between the despair caused by
naturalism and the rise o f these ideologies. In a note written for an anthology o f modem
poetry, Warren explained what led him to write his poem “Terror” in early 1940.18 In
the Rome newspaper II Messaggero. Warren read two articles that, considered together,
suggested a paradox o f modernity. The first was a report o f the “death” o f a chicken
heart that scientist Alexis Carel had kept alive in a laboratory. For many popularscience writers o f the time, Carel’s experiment suggested the possibility that science
could eventually conquer death and that “after science had brought ‘adjustment’ to
society,” it would then “solve the problem o f evil b y . . . abolishing disease and death.”

I7Jacob L. Talmon, Political Messianism: The Romantic Phase (New York: Frederick A.
Praeger, 1966), 15. See also Talmon. The Origins o f Totalitarian Democracy (New York: Frederick A.
Praeger, I960).
I8“I hesitate to paraphrase my own poem but I don’t mind making some remarks about the
background ideas,” Warren wrote. “Author’s Note” to “Terror,” in Modem Poetry: American and British.
ed. Kimon Friar and John Malcolm Brinnin (New York: Appleton-Centuiy-Crofts, 1951), 542-43. For
the poem “Terror,” see Selected Poems. 1923-1975. 284-86.
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Physical survival is perceived as the highest end o f man, and perhaps his only good.
The second newspaper article that caught Warren’s attention pertained to the escalating
war in Europe. The story’s headline declared that United States volunteers would be
allowed to serve in foreign armies without renouncing their American citizenship.
Many o f those Americans who intended to volunteer for the Finnish army to fight
against the Soviet Union had, just a few years earlier, allied themselves with the
Communists in Spain. Warren believed that this impulse to volunteer could not be
justified on purely intellectual grounds and was in some sense a desperate search for
meaning in life. Thus, from these two stories Warren found evidence for both a
“yearning for mere survival as meaning” as well as “the appetite for death as meaning.”
The ideological movements o f the time—National Socialism, Fascism, and
Communism-embraced, as Warren saw it, both poles o f the paradox: on one hand, the
“glorification o f violence and death” in the war effort; and on the other, the “offer o f
salvation through practical success, adjustment, etc., the ‘rational’ state,” the state o f
perfection to be attained after the war.
Both parts o f the paradox inform “Terror,” although the emphasis is clearly on
the need for violence to affirm some sense o f meaning in life. The first stanza takes up
the question o f what will “suffice” the addressee, the unnamed “you,” presumably one
o f the Americans drawn to political adventurism. The poem begins with this stanza:
Not picnics or pageants or the improbable
Powers o f air whose tongues exclaim dominion
And gull the great man to follow his terrible
Star, suffice; not the window-box, or the bird on
The ledge, which means so much to the invalid,
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Nor the joy you leaned after, as by the tracks the grass
In the emptiness after the lighted Pullmans fled,
Suffices, nor faces, which, like distraction, pass
Under the street-lamps, teasing to faith or pleasure,
Suffice you, bom to no adequate definition o f terror.
The “you” has been shaped by his moment in history: in the early twentieth century, he
is “bom to” his inadequate sense o f terror. Warren wrote in his notes to the poem that
an adequate definition o f terror conveys the “proper sense o f the human lot, the sense o f
limitation and the sense o f the necessity for responsible action within that limitation.” 19
This “religious sense,” as he also calls it, is a necessary condition for meaningful
political action. An inadequate definition o f terror, on the other hand, does not
recognize these proper human limits. With no sense of humility, the subject o f the poem
seeks fulfillment through dangerous and ultimately irresponsible political action.
In the third and fourth stanzas, the speaker raises this question of responsible
action when he tells “you” of contemporaries with similar longings. Some o f these
“unsatisfied and sick” people seem to wish for death; they have sought
That immitigable face whose smile is ice,
And fired their hearts like pitch-pine, for they thought
Better flame than the damp worm-tooth o f compromise:
One friend o f the speaker, a man who would have died a slow death from “whores and
gin,” died as a martyr for the cause. His fighter plane crashed as “his heart bled speed to
lave the applauded name.” Then the speaker names others
. . . . whose passionate emptiness and tidal
Lust swayed toward the debris in Madrid,
And left New York to loll in their fierce idyll

I9“Author’s Note” to “Terror,” 542.
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Among the olives where the snipers hid.
And now the North—to seek that visioned face
And polarize their iron o f despair,
Who praise no beauty like the boreal grace
Which greens the dead eye under the rocket’s flare.
They fight old friends, for their obsession knows
Only the immaculate itch, not human friends or foes.
This “immaculate itch” is the desire to revolt against a life devoid o f meaning.
Warren’s volunteers, to repeat, are not fighting because of reasoned convictions
regarding political and economic policy. The “modem man” in the poem, Warren
noted, has not found meaning anywhere but in the violent endeavor o f war, with “the
violence being what he wants and needs without reference ultimately to the political or
other justification he may appeal to.”20 The volunteers are searching for some liberating
idea, for a secret that will give their lives meaning, and when one attempt fails they
proceed to the next source. But nothing suffices, Warren argues, and they will feel the
same ennui after fighting over Finland as they did after their “fierce idyll” in Madrid.
In the final lines o f the poem, the addressee still thinks him self “guiltless,” an
innocent idealist. Frustrated, the speaker urges him to simply rest and not to
. . . heed the criminal king, who paints the air
With discoursed madness and protruding eye—
Nor give the alarm, nor ask tonight where sleeps
That head which hooped the jewel Fidelity,
But like an old melon now, in the dark ditch, seeps;
For you crack nuts, while the conscience-stricken stare
Kisses the terror; for you see an empty chair.
The poet dramatizes the contrast between the “conscience-stricken” criminal king,
Macbeth, who has an adequate definition o f terror and who sees the ghost o f Banquo,

20Ibid., 543.
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and the still-ignorant “you,” who sees no ghost at all in the chair. Such blindness,
evoking the inadequate definition of evil and o f human limitation, as presented in this
last stanza is the antithesis o f responsible action.
When he wrote “Terror,” Warren had just completed his first novel, Night Rider.
in 1939. Although an historical novel like Night Rider seems an unlikely vehicle for
exploring contemporary political ideologies, Warren’s first novel also explored the
connection between naturalism and political violence and mass movements.
Night Rider is set during the Kentucky tobacco wars o f 1905.21 In the opening
chapter o f the novel, the protagonist Percy Munn is on his way to a political rally for the
Association o f Growers o f Dark Fired Tobacco. The directors o f the association
planned to gather the small farmers of the region and persuade them to pool their crops
in order to command a higher price from the tobacco companies and their buyers. In
addition to Munn, the leaders o f the association are Bill Christian, the boisterous and
passionate frontiersman; Senator Edmund Tolliver, a debt-ridden and deceitful
politician; Captain Todd, an elderly Civil War hero; and Dr. MacDonald and his fatherin-law Professor Ball, who become the ideological leaders o f the group. The farmers
pooled their crops, but eventually a number o f association members began to secretly
bargain with the tobacco buyers. The surreptitious dealings dictated a change in the
Association’s tactics. The better way to thwart the companies would be to control the
supply o f tobacco by scraping the beds o f any farmer who refused to join or who was

21Night Rider (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1939; reprint, Nashville: J. S. Sanders and
Company, 1992).
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disloyal to the Association. Professor Ball justifies bed-scraping by saying that each
farmer retains a “free option”: he could “join the Association and abide by its rules and
regulations,” or he must assume the responsibility for protecting his own crops.22 The
Association’s tactics did not work as well as they had planned, and the movement
gradually became more violent, culminating in a plan to bomb the tobacco companies’
warehouses. Burning the warehouses also failed to achieve the ends o f the Association,
for public opinion turned against the farmers, and the state government imposed martial
law and sought to identify and indict the leaders o f the movement. Doctor MacDonald
was the first association member indicted. After one of the fanners testified for the
state, and his trial seemed to be turning against him, Doctor MacDonald bribed
members o f the jury and asked Professor Ball to assassinate the informant. In keeping
with the spirit o f the night riders, Ball acted furtively and evaded responsibility for the
murder. He lay the blame on Munn, who was forced to flee the county. At the end o f
the novel, Munn is killed by officers, MacDonald leaves Kentucky to find adventure
elsewhere, and the farmers were in a worse position than when they began their
cooperative.
Although Night Rider (like many of Warren’s novels and poems) was based on
actual events from the early twentieth century, Warren insisted that he did not write
conventional historical novels. The historical subject matter o f a novel must always be
re-conceived and reinterpreted in light o f present experience. The subject matter thus

“ ibid., 141.
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has the distance o f the past but has the image o f an issue. It must be an
image, a sort o f simplified and distant framed image, o f an immediate
and contemporary issue, a sort o f interplay between that image and the
contemporary world.23
The similarities between Night Rider and the world o f the late 1930s would include the
presence o f political actors similar to Bill Christian and Doctor MacDonald, the
rejection o f the traditional theory o f man and politics, and a tendency to privilege ends
over means.
To give a fuller account of this “interplay” between historical image and present
reality, we return to Percy Munn, the central character o f Night Rider. As a respected
attorney and farmer, Munn outwardly approaches the ideal o f the southern elite o f that
time. But W arren emphasizes the contrast between Munn’s outer life and inner life, and
the reader notices how Munn’s public behavior in daylight is marked by his dignity and
reserve o f speech, deference to elders, chivalry, charity toward indigent clients, while
his hidden, night-time behavior is vicious. More specifically, Munn’s perceived lack of
direction, his belief that certain charismatic people around him possess a secret he has
not learned, his need to prove the freedom o f his will by grand and heroic acts, and his
desperate search for meaning in political movements; all these characteristics Warren
had explored in other works set in the mid-twentieth century. Percy Munn, as he
developed a faith in the redemptive power o f political action, became the simplified and
distant image o f the nihilist with the “immaculate itch” in “Terror.”

23“An Interview in New Haven With Robert Penn Warren,” by Richard B. Sale, in Talking With
Robert Penn Warren, ed. Floyd C. Watkins, John T. Hiers, and Mary Lousie Weaks, (Athens: University
of Georgia Press, 1990), 137-38.
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In the novel’s opening passage, Munn is aboard a crowded train pulling into
Bardsville, Kentucky. Upon the applying o f the brakes, the crowd “swayed crushingly
forward, with the grinding, heavy momentum o f the start o f a landslip.” Munn did not
brace himself properly, and the “gathering force” pushed him into other men. As he
exited the train, he thought how much he “resented that pressure that was human
because it was made by human beings, but was inhuman, too, because you could not
isolate and blame any one o f those human beings who made it.” This opening scene is
the first o f many references to Munn’s passivity24 and his beliefs that the world is a
mysterious and uncontrollable machine and that his will is constantly being
overwhelmed by these anonymous, amoral forces.
Percy Munn was drawn to the Association and the Brotherhood for reasons
similar to those presented in “Terror.” While the leaders o f the Association often
appealed to Munn’s political ambition or his sense o f duty and justice, these factors only
partially explain Munn’s actions.25 Throughout the novel, Munn doubts whether he is
capable o f acting freely and endowing his life with meaning. In one scene, Munn

24Similar instances o f passivity and “drift” are found later in the novel: Munn did not stumble
into someone but instead “discovered that he had stepped on the man’s foot”; rather than firing his gun,
Munn is surprised to see the barrel “explode” in his hand; as he delivers a speech, he is convinced that his
words are not actually his own; he tries to refuse an invitation to a meeting but “found himself already
persuaded to go.” Both John Burt and James Justus discuss the “premonitory vignette” o f the train scene,
and both seem to overstate Munn’s passivity, for they downplay the occasions when Munn acts decisively
in order to prove to himself his capacity for free action. Cf. Robert Penn Warren and American Idealism.
132: The Achievement o f Robert Penn Warren. 173.
25Night Rider. 93. Senator Tolliver especially appeals to Munn’s perceived responsibilities that
came with wealth and status, and Munn is flattered when Tolliver announces to his family that one day
Munn will be elected to Congress. Yet Munn is more repelled by public life than attracted to it. After
Christian remarked that being an Association man would one day help him in legal practice and politics,
Munn was again flattered but soon changed his mind. Politicians, he said, were “slaves,. . . and if he
desired anything o f life, that thing was to be free, and himself.” Ibid., 13.
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reflects on the notion o f “accident” and the blind forces that act upon him. Sitting in
Tolliver’s parlor with the Association’s board members and their families, Munn
thought to himself “how strong accident w a s , . . . . and how but for the accidents which
were his history he might be . . . miserable, lost, unbefriended.” Significantly, Munn’s
awareness o f contingency is not accompanied by a sense o f wonder, calm acceptance, or
gratefulness to divine providence; rather, Munn feels an overwhelming dread. Thinking
o f the world’s contingency “made the room, and all in it seem suddenly insubstantial,
like a dream. The bottom might drop out; it was dropping out even while you looked,
maybe.”26 Munn was soon in “the grip o f an impersonal fatalism” and at one point
mused that
If I couldn’t know myself, how could I know any o f the rest o f them? Or
anything? Certainly he had not known himself, he would decide; if
indeed the self o f that time could claim any continuator in the self that
was to look backward and speculate, and torture the question. Then,
thinking that the self he remembered, and perhaps remembered but
imperfectly, and the later self were nothing more than superimposed
exposures on the same film o f a camera, he felt that all o f his actions had
been as unaimed and meaningless as the blows o f a blind man who
strikes out at the undefined sounds which penetrate his private
darkness.27
Overwhelmed by despair and fatalism, Munn was drawn to ideologues like
Christian and MacDonald because o f the confidence and “hardness that lay just
beneath” the amiable demeanor and because o f the “inner, secret world” that sustained

26Ibid., 103.
27Ibid., 113-14. Munn’s comments on selfhood should be read in the context o f Warren’s
observation in Democracy and Poetry that the “self’ implied both continuity and moral responsibility: “the
self [is] a development in time, with a past and a future,. . . recognizing itself as capable o f action worthy
o f praise of blame.” See Democracy and Poetry (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press,
1975), xiii.
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them during times o f trouble.28 Warren dramatizes this yearning for meaning in various
ways, but the most evocative image occurs midway through the novel. Marveling at his
friends’ ability to live fully and meaningfully, Munn felt as he had when, as a child, he
would remove the picture-card from a stereopticon and inspect it.
Through the lenses, the card would show a three-dimensional little
world, the figures of persons there seeming to stand up, solid and vital in
their own rig h t.. . . He had felt that if he could just break through into
that little world where everything was motionless but seems about to
move, where everything was living, it seemed, but at the same time
frozen in its tiny perfections, he would know the most unutterable bliss.29
But without the apparatus, there seemed to be “no life . . . [and] no depth” but only the
two-dimensional card with its unintelligible pattern of images. M unn’s need for
certainty, his desire to make his world correspond to the world o f the stereopticon, is at
the heart o f his “every violent collision with the world.” Munn is thus drawn to those
people around him who do seem to act meaningfully, who possess that knowledge
which is denied to him, and who seem solid and vital like the figures in the
stereopticon.30 Ultimately, he allows himself to be “wrapped up body and soul” in the
Association (33-34), hoping for some kind o f revelation and redemption through
politics. The bold act, Munn concluded, would make all things different: “it will all be
as clear as day” (264).

28Night Rider. 147, 330-32.
29Ibid., 161.
30Richard Law, “Warren’s Night Rider and the Issue of Naturalism: The ‘Nightmare’ of Our
Age,” Southern Literary Journal 8 (Spring 1976), 60. Munn himself described his decision to join the
night-riders as a “plunge into certainty” (143).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

I ll

“A Highly Documented Picture o f the Modem World”:
The Role o f Jack Burden in A ll the K in g ’s Men
Percy Munn in Night Rider is the spiritual forerunner o f Jack Burden in All the
King’s Men. As noted above, Warren believed that Willie Stark, the politician-hero,
gained power only because he could “vicariously fulfill certain secret needs . . . . [or]
some emptiness . . . . o f the people about him.”31 In the opening pages o f the novel, for
example, all the characters (including the voters) seem anxious and desperate for “the
emotional stimulus o f Willie Stark’s personality.”32 The reader gradually realizes that
Willie Stark’s power over the others is unhealthy and ultimately unsatisfying because
W illie’s political crusade serves as “a kind o f uneasy substitute for certain sounder bases
o f belief and value that are missing” from their lives.33 Robert Heilman correctly
identified All the King’s Men as a tragedy o f incomplete personalities, and chief among

31See Robert Penn Warren, “A Note to All the King’s Men.” Sewanee Review 61 (Summer
1953): 476; “In the Time of All the King’s Men.” New York Times Book Review fMav 3 1, 1981): 41;
“Robert Penn Warren: An Interview” (1969), by Marshall Walker, in Talking with Robert Penn Warren.
152-53. For examples, Anne Stanton was drawn to Stark’s crude but masculine drive, in contrast to
Jack’s aimlessness and weakness. Adam Stanton, cut off from the world and living as an ascetic, gained
through Stark the opportunity for a “liberating public deed.” See Robert B. Heilman, “All the King’s Men
as Tragedy,” in The Southern Connection (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1991), 213.
Sadie Burke, Stark’s assistant, is driven by a sense o f envy and sees in him a way to strike back at
privilege. The corrupt and pretentious Tiny Duffy sees Willie Stark as his ticket to fame. Tiny calls to
mind Warren’s description, in his 1963 essay on All the King’s Men, o f the “sick yearning for elegance
and the sight o f one’s name on the society page” that was typical o f the parasites who congregated around
Huey Long. See “All the King’s Men: The Matrix o f Experience,” Yale Review 53 (December 1963),
163. And at the simplest level, Stark’s gunman, Sugar Boy, is a terrible stutterer who loves Willie
because Willie “can talk so good.”
32Louis D. Rubin, Jr, “All the King’s Meanings,” in The Curious Death of the Novel (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1967), 229-30. Willie Stark “becomes the cause o f the action,
upon which all the various planes o f the characters’ individual existences are focused, thus giving a unity
and progression to the multitudinous scene about it.” Ibid., 231.
33Louis D. Rubin, Jr., “Burden’s Landing: All the King’s Men and the Modem South,” in The
Faraway Country: Writers of the Modem South (Seattle: University o f Washington Press. 1963), 116. In
this context, Rubin alludes to Jack Burden’s “total immersion” in Willie Stark’s cause. Ibid., 128.
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them is Jack Burden.34 What sets Jack Burden apart from Percy Munn, however, is that
Jack eventually diagnosed his spiritual defects.
Jack Burden tells his story more than a year after Willie Stark’s assassination,
and he allows the reader to see his unflattering past in which he understood “everything
except him self’35 and once admitted to Willie Stark, “I don’t know why I work for
you.”36 Warren may have summed it up best when he said that Jack, however
intelligent he may have been, still had no sense o f direction and no ambition, and Willie
Stark “gave him something to d o ”31 Jack was like those young men in “History” who
were capable of neither love nor hate nor memory.38 He is guilty of sloth or acedia, a
spiritual torpor which may consist o f failing “to arrive at a vision of the good, or in
achieving that vision but neglecting to pursue it.”39 Jack is unable to find any support in
philosophy or religion; neither seems able to shape or guide human life. Jack also
neglects the claims of history-both personal experience and the accumulated wisdom of
the race-as an ordering force in human life. What he had learned from his study o f

34Robert B. Heilman, “AH the King’s Men as Tragedy,” 213.
35“In the Time of All the King’s Men.” 41.
36“‘No,’ [Willie] said, standing there in the dark, ‘you don’t know why you work for me. But I
know,’ he said, and laughed.” All the King’s Men. 231.
37

“A Conversation with Robert Penn Warren,” interview by Tom Vitale, in Talking with Robert
Penn Warren. 395. Jack’s lack of focus is best summed up in Sadie Burke’s remark that Jack was like a
“box o f spilled spaghetti.” All the King’s Men. 89.
38See “History,” in Selected Poems. 1923-1975. 294-96.
39Frances Bixler, “Acedia: The Most Deadly Sin in Robert Penn Warren’s Fictive World,” in
Time’s Glorv: Original Essays on Robert Penn Warren, ed. James A. Grimshaw, Jr. (Conway: University
o f Central Arkansas Press, 1986), 4.
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history at the university was distressingly simple: “If the human race didn’t remember
anything it would be perfectly happy” (48-49).
Warren conveys Jack’s spiritual disorder through recurring symbols o f the
natural or animal world, o f the fetal and infant states, and of water and drowning.40 The
first o f these images comes early in the novel, when Jack muses that man naturally seeks
knowledge and truth, but he often resists: “The clammy, sad little foetus which is you
way down in the dark which is you too lifts up its sad little face and its eyes are blind,
and it shivers.. . . It wants to lie in the dark and not know, and be warm in its notknowing” (11). Later in the novel, just as Jack is about to learn o f Anne’s affair with
Willie, Jack is day-dreaming about the jaybird he has seeD outside his window at the
Capitol. He imagined a hollow and shadowy chamber near the trunk o f the great oak
where the jay could retreat.
I could look down and think o f myself inside that hollow inner chamber,
in the aqueous green light, inside the great globe o f the tre e ,. . . and no
chance o f seeing anything beyond the green leaves, they were so thick,
and no sound except, way off, the faint mumble o f traffic, like the ocean
chewing its gums (320-21).
Jack thus dreams of merging with irrational nature as an escape from the human
condition and the responsibilities it entails. After Jack has learned o f the affair, he
retells the story o f the summer when he and Anne were almost engaged to be married.
He recalled how they spent part o f an evening at a pool. After a particularly high dive,

40James Justus has noted the “contrasting images o f ice and water, corresponding to emotional
states of, on the one hand, rigidity, stasis, and purity, and on the other, immersion, flowing, drowning.
Fixity-psychological and ideological-means protection from the contingence of actuality.” James Justus,
The Achievement of Robert Penn Warren (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1983), 199.
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Jack dove in after her, caught her, and put his arms around her (349). They rose to the
surface so slowly, he said, that his chest ached and he became dizzy; he wanted to keep
Anne in the underwater embrace, submerged and set apart from life and time.41 All
these images, taken together, powerfully convey Jack Burden’s attempt to evade the
truth that he is a morally responsible actor, capable of good and evil.42
Having rejected philosophy, religion, tradition, and family, Jack searches for
some clue to the meaning o f his existence. When he could not find this meaning, he fell
into what he called the “Great Sleep.” The Great Sleep referred to two periods in his
life: the first when he decided he could not complete his dissertation, and the second
when his first marriage began to fail. During these periods, Jack would never work but
only sleep most of the day and dream that he was a deep-sea diver “groping downward
into dark water for something which may be there” (228). Jack could find no reason to
act.43 But these periods designated as the “Great Sleep” are really not qualitatively
different from Jack’s normal life. The ennui is relieved only by the offer to work for
Willie Stark. In the dramatic version, the professor observed that Jack joined W illie’s
campaign because “being incapable o f action in your own confused and wasted life, you
had a romantic admiration for action.”44
4IThere are other water images throughout the novel, as when Jack refers to himself as a
drowning man (129-20), “a diver groping downward” (228), and “drowning in West” (328).
42See, for example, the discussion in Norton R. Girault, “The Narrator’s Mind as Symbol: An
Analysis o f All the King’s Men.” Accent 7 (Summer 1947), 222.
43In the dramatic version of All the King’s Men. Anne pleads with him, “You’ve got to want to
live, to live in the world, to do something-something that means something. Oh, Jack-it’s just the way
you are, you don’t want anything.” All the King’s Men: A Plav (New York: Random House, 1960), 81.
44Ibid., 52.
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Jack’s reasons for working for Willie Stark are thus similar to those identified
with Percy Munn in Night Rider. But Jack occasionally feels compelled to justify his
work, and he ultimately arrives at his theory o f the “Great Twitch.” As with the Great
Sleep, Jack assigns this label to a particular phase in his life. In the last year o f Stark’s
administration, the Governor began an affair with Anne Stanton. When Jack learned o f
the affair, he got in his car and began driving west. On the trip west, Jack compared
himself to a drowning man who relived his life, especially his courtship o f Anne, like a
home movie. As he lay motionless in California, Jack gained a new perspective on his
life: when fleeing no longer works, one must believe in the “dream” o f naturalism,
the dream that all life is but the dark heave o f blood and the twitch o f the
nerve. When you flee as far as you can flee, you will always find that
dream, which is the dream o f our age. At first, it is always a nightmare
and horrible, but in the end in may be, in a special way, rather bracing
and tonic. At least it was so for me at a certain time (376).
This idea of the Great Twitch, he added, solves all problems. Anne was just a
complicated physical mechanism, and her beauty, charm, and love for Jack were
reduced to physical states. His initial feelings o f guilt for conspiring to blackmail Irwin
and thus handing Anne Stanton over to Willie Stark were misplaced; there is no place
for moral responsibility in his new dream. After having this dream, Jack concluded,
“there is no reason why you should not go back and face the fact which you have fled
from” (376). Ironically, by vigorously denying freedom and responsibility, Jack had
finally discovered a way to act decisively.45

45See also John Burt’s remark that “The theory of the Great Twitch . . . . has the effect o f freeing
[Jack Burden] from certain enthralling fictions about the existence o f transcendentals and their importance
as standards of reference.. . . The strange thing is that the Great Twitch is not an awakening from a
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Entranced by his new world view, Jack said, “when I first discovered that view
o f things-really discovered, in my own way and not from any book—I felt that I had
discovered the secret source o f all strength and endurance” (376). As this sentence
suggests, Jack had already believed in something like the Great Twitch. Early in the
novel, Jack was reflecting on his “success” as Willie Stark’s assistant and he told
himself that “it does not matter what you do or what goes on around you because it isn’t
real anyway”; this crude and unphilosophical form o f subjectivism was a “wonderful
principle for a man to get hold o f ’ (36). The context of the remark suggests that Jack
was hoping to disclaim any responsibility for his actions and for those he would soon
undertake.46
With his acceptance o f the Great Twitch, Jack comes to believe that man was a
mere machine, that human life has only a physical dimension. In the dramatic version,
Jack tells the Professor that “back then I was like you” and believed that ethical
restraints on human actions were sentimental nonsense.47 For Jack Burden, the Great
Sleep and the Great Twitch are “gestures o f a man who cherishes his innocence and his
spiritual stasis all the more urgently as events nudge him into facing truths about

dream but a dream and an enthrallment in its own right. It is presented as a dream, as a secret wisdom, a
deeper illusion, and its affinities are more with sorcery and exorcism than with debunking.” John Burt,
Robert Penn Warren and American Idealism. 159.
46Jack made this remark just before leaving with Willie Stark to confront Judge Irwin. On the
night drive back from Burden’s Landing to Mason City, Jack found himself staring back at the glowing
eyes of cows standing on the shoulder of the highway. He knew “that inside that unlovely knotted head
there wasn’t anything but a handful o f coldly coagulated gray mess in which something slow happened as
we went by. We were something slow happening inside the cold brain of a cow.” (59).
47A11 the King’s Men: A Plav. 82.
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himself and his involvement in those events.”48 For Warren, tihe Great Sleep, the escape
into political activism, and the Great Twitch are several o f the classic false responses to
naturalism.
The “True Lie”
As discussed above, Warren believed that the central question in the modem
world was whether man could live nobly and meaningfully wbule believing that divine
guidance and sanctions are nonexistent. The first step o f the dialectical movement
described in “Knowledge and the Image o f Man” involves a recognition that man is part
o f the “One Life” in which all creation participates. This recognition o f the “osmosis o f
being” (with its denial o f transcendent reality) is, to say the Ieaist, disconcerting. Warren
dramatized some o f the responses to m an’s facing the abyss. Jack Burden in All the
King’s Men tries to sink into nature and becomes something le;ss than human, for
Warren insisted that what makes man distinctively human is thie need to rebel against
naturalism, to assert one’s separateness from the rest of nature and from other men. In
Brother to Dragons, this separateness took the form o f Jeffersom’s “pride”-first, pride in
enlightened man because o f his ability to overcome the errors o f past generations; and,
second, a personal pride in his ability to resist defilement. But Warren also insisted that
man’s limitations always resurface. Man is then forced to confront his inclination
toward evil and his sense o f isolation, and in the final stage o f this movement, he may
develop a better ideal of human excellence.

48James Justus, The Achievement of Robert Penn Warren. 206.
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Warren referred to this final step in the dialectic as a new “communion” and as a
“growth o f moral awareness.”49 Warren emphasized that man does not have to stay in
that condition o f isolation and anguish.
In the pain o f self-criticism he may develop an ideal o f excellence. . . . In
the pain o f isolation he may achieve the courage and clarity o f mind to
envisage the tragic pathos o f life, and once he realizes that the tragic
experience is universal and a corollary o f man’s place in nature, he may
return to a communion with man and nature.50
What becomes clear in this passage is that “ideals” or “values” are not given by God or
nature; rather, man must create his own values.51 According to Warren, the courageous
acceptance o f the tragic element in human life and the determination to reconcile
valueless nature with human ideals are the marks of human civilization.
Warren insisted that man cannot live properly without a set o f ideals or values;
even the “lowest and most vile” person seeks to justify his actions by reference to ideals
and thus seeks sanctions outside o f mere human will.52 The need for ideals, in one

49

Robert Penn Warren, “Knowledge and the Image o f Man,” Sewanee Review 62 (Spring 1955):
186-87. Taking Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient Mariner as his example, Warren argued that in the end
the Mariner was able to rediscover “the joy o f human communion in God.” Ibid.
50Ibid., 187. Man again asserts his difference from nature, but these new values are created with
full knowledge o f man’s limitations and reflect this tragic vision. In Brother to Dragons. R.P.W. observes
that “isolation is the common lot/W hich makes all mankind one” (127). In the 1953 version o f Brother
to Dragons, he added that
. . . paradoxically, it is only by
That isolation that we come to know how to name
The human bond and thus define the self (205-6).
51Warren’s mature response may have been anticipated in the 1943 poem, “Small Soldiers with
Drum in Large Landscape.” This poem is part o f the suite, “Mexico Is a Foreign Country: Five Studies in
Naturalism.” See Selected Poems. 1923-1943 (New York: Harcourt Brace and Company, 1944), 56-57.
For interpretation of this poem, see Victor H. Strandberg, A Colder Fire: The Poetry of Robert Penn
Warren /Lexington: University Press o f Kentucky, 1965), 105-10.
52“‘The Great Mirage: Conrad and Nostromo.’” in New and Selected Essays. 147-48.
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sense, is a reaction to naturalism. As R.P.W. put it in Brother to Dragons, man must
believe in virtue despite, or perhaps because of, naturalistic considerations.53 (Warren
did not address the question o f why man is compelled to react against naturalism but
instead leaves the matter as a psychological compulsion.) Warren recognizes that man,
when confronted with the fact o f naturalism, is drawn toward two false kinds o f
“peace”-the peace o f vision and the peace of nature.S4 The peace o f vision rejects or
minimizes the interconnectedness o f all things and the primacy o f the physical world,
and in practice leads to withdrawal from society.5S But Warren also believed that the
tendency to “let go” and become morally indistinguishable from brute nature is a form
o f suicide, for that denies man’s higher aspirations. Like the narrator o f World Enough
and Time. Warren believed that “a man cannot live unless he prepares a drama, at least
cannot live as a human being against the ruck of the world.”56
Man, acting individually and in societies, writes this drama that he will live. To
repeat, these ideals or values are created rather than discovered: “there are no values
supematurally delivered.”57 Warren recognized that there is “distress” in facing this

53Robert Penn Warren, Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices: A New Version (New
York: Random House, 1979), 21. In a later essay on Melville, Warren explicitly equated the need to
formulate values by which to live with the need for man to believe that he plays “a significant role in the
universe.” “Introduction,” Selected Poems o f Herman Melville, ed. Robert Penn Warren (New York:
Random House, 1971), 70-71.
54Ibid.
55Robert Penn Warren, “Some Themes of Robert Frost,” in New and Selected Essays. 289, 298.
56World Enough and Time: A Romantic Novel. 5. Using the language of Brother to Dragons.
one might say that these images of beauty and nobility do not free mankind from “the human trauma,” but
they do help accommodate man to being human. See Brother to Dragons. 95.
57“Introduction,” Selected Poems o f Herman Melville. 34-35.
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truth and that the unease arises from the knowledge that cherished ideals are purely
man-made and, in a sense, lies. But they are “true lies,”S8 Warren says, for they are the
lies man must learn to live by if he means to live at all.59 Warren argued that it was
man’s fate to live according to a code o f values, for man
insists, as man, on creating and trying to live by certain values. These
values are, to use Conrad’s word, “illusions,” but the last wisdom is for
man to realize that though his values are illusions, the illusion is
necessary, is infinitely precious, is the mark of his human achievement,
and is, in the end, his only truth.60
The mature and self-sufficient man can still act nobly and responsibly without divine
sanctions.61 Warren has several o f his characters learn this lesson, most notably R.P.W.
in Brother to Dragons and Jack Burden in All the King’s Men. It is to these two
characters that we now turn.
R.P.W. and the Necessity of Virtue
Warren’s understanding o f the nature o f virtue plays a central role in Brother to
Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices. As discussed in Chapter Two, Jefferson’s
coming to terms with his nephews’ act forms the central dramatic conflict o f the poem,
and his gradual development o f a more sober view o f human potential (that is, one
which takes into account inherent limitations) embodies Warren’s primary theme for the
poem. But at the same time, Brother to Dragons cannot be read as a mere polemic

58‘“The Great Mirage,’” 149.
S9“American Portrait: Old Style,” in New and Selected Poems. 138.
60“‘The Great Mirage,” 149.
61“Introduction,” Selected Poems of Herman Melville. 40-41.
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against “Rousseauism” or liberalism, for it is also an affirmation o f a moderate
idealism.62 The nature o f idealism is conveyed through the character “R.P. W.,”
Jefferson’s primary interlocutor, who is described in the list o f speakers as “the writer o f
this poem.”63 If Jefferson once personified a “too facile optimism about progress and
human perfectibility,” then Warren’s persona exhibits a “nihilism which comes from
staring too long into the abyss.”64 R.P.W. (unlike Jefferson) does not need to accept the
murder in the meat-house so much as determine whether the act has any moral
significance at all. Whether appealing to deterministic psychology, a disbelief in divine
wrath, the insignificance o f a single event in the “great Machine o f History,” or simply
the “mindless, irreconcilable, [and] absolute” force o f nature, R.P.W. resists the growth
o f moral awareness and responsibility. As he admits in the middle o f the poem, R.P.W.
is seeking “an image to free us from the human trauma.”
R.P.W.’s “spiritual history” is revealed in the three long digressions in which
R.P.W. recounts his trips to the ruins o f Rocky Hill.65 The first digression begins about
“Warren would agree with Randall Jarrell’s assessment: “Most o f us know, now, that Rousseau
was wrong: that man, when you knock his chains off, sets up the death camps. Soon we shall know
everything the eighteenth century didn’t know, and nothing it did, and [it] will be hard to live with us.”
Randall Jarrell, “On the Underside o f the Stone” [Review of Brother to Dragons!, in Robert Penn
Warren’s “Brother to Dragons”: A Discussion, ed. James A. Grimshaw, Jr. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1984), 160-61. See also Hugh Ruppersburg. Robert Penn Warren and the American
Imagination (Athens: University Press o f Georgia, 1990), 46.
63Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices: A New Version. 2.
^Richard Law, “Brother to Dragons: The Fact of Violence versus the Possibility o f Love,” in
Grimshaw, Robert Penn Warren’s “Brother to Dragons”: A Discussion. 129.
65R.P.W.’s first visit to Smithland, Kentucky and the ruins at Rocky Hill took place in July 1946.
This visit is the subject o f the first two digressions, which are experientially prior to the assembling of
voices who speak in Brother to Dragons. R.P. W. made his second visit to Rocky Hill in December 1951.
The second visit is the subject o f the third digression, which is a kind o f epilogue to the poem and takes
place only after the main action is resolved.
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250 lines into the poem, as Jefferson and R.P.W. argue about whether the house at
Rocky Hill still exists. The debate is representative o f the issue between the two
speakers: both the house and the crime committed there are alive in Jefferson’s
imagination, while R.P.W. refers only to the physical house when he says, “I assure you
it is gone. I know the place.” The house was once a vivid reminder o f the murder, but
the natural elements have destroyed and covered it, and as far as R.P. W. is concerned,
the sooner the event is forgotten the better.
Yes, I have seen it. Or saw,
Rather, all that remained when time and fire
Had long since done their kindness, and the crime
Could nestle, smug and snug, in any
Comfortable conscience, such as m ine-or the next man’s And over the black stones the rain
Has fallen, falls, with the benign indifferency
O f the historical imagination, while grass,
In idiot innocence, has fingered all to peace.
Anyway, I saw the house—.66
Like Jack Burden in All the King’s Men. R.P.W. seems to deny the function o f memory
and moral reflection. To him, the murder was one meaningless event in a long
procession o f meaningless events in “the great Machine o f History” (80).
R.P.W.’s relation to memory and history is ambiguous, though. In this first
digression, R.P.W. imagines the “bull-necked boatmen” who floated down the Ohio
River in the early nineteenth century and contrasts their vigor with the banality and
aimlessness o f Smithland’s modem residents (13-15). This admiration for the boatmen
is best explained by reference to R.P.W.’s preoccupation with what Victor Strandberg

66Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices: A New Version. 9. Future references to the
poem will be to this version and will be provided parenthetically.
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called the “vast, minimizing perspective o f time.”67 One could say that throughout the
poem, while Jefferson is coming to terms with the inner darkness o f the human heart,
R.P.W. is confronting an external darkness, the vision o f “individual man in relation to
final reality-an immensity o f time and cosmos leading finite, transient man to despair o f
his own significance.”68 R.P. W. attributes to these vigorous boatmen, symbols o f the
earlier generations o f men on the river o f time, a stoic and manly sense o f their place in
reality (a sense which R.P.W. cannot share):
And even the leathery heart foreknows the end and knows
It will not be long, be long,
For a journey is only a journey and only Time is long,
And a river is only water, Time only will always flow (13-14).
These boatmen persevered and endowed their lives with meaning, a task which seems
more difficult in the Smithland in 1946. R.P.W. described how he and his father
“ripped through the sun-bit land” heading west toward Smithland and how from amid
the shacks along the highway a “red eye glared” at them. But, R.P.W. added, “touch the
accelerator and quick you’re gone / Beyond forgiveness, pity, hope, hate, love” (12).
This vision o f a debased world disgusts R.P. W., and he feels the need to dissociate
himself from that world.69 What R.P.W. was yearning for was an ill-defined idea of
“glory,” a rare glimpse of “the world’s magnificence” which would provide a guiding
ideal for one’s life; as R.P.W. put it, the images o f glory are what man lives for and

67Strandberg, “Theme and Metaphor in Brother to Dragons.” in Grimshaw, Robert Penn
Warren's “Brother to Dragons”: A Discussion. 94.
68Ibid.
69See Dennis M. Dooley, “The Persona R.P.W. in Warren’s Brother to Dragons.” in Grimshaw,
Robert Penn Warren’s “Brother to Dragons”: A Discussion. 104.
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lives by (16). But R.P.W. can. not shape a guiding ideal for his own life, nor can he
understand what images o f glory the people o f Smithland have been pursuing. Looking
at the “debris” that fills the courthouse, R.P. W. compares it to
. . . the slapdash
Confusions of life flung
In a heap like the kitchen-midden
O f a lost clan feasting while their single fire
Flared red and green with sea-salt, and night fell—
Shellfish and artifact, blacked bone and shard,
Left on the sea-tongued shore,
And the sea was Time (16-17).
What began as a meditation on the varieties o f glory in Smithland ends with the somber
image o f a lost clan. R.P.W. can only find a few artifacts, insignificant creations
threatened by the vast sea o f Time, but he cannot find any meaning in them.70
In the second digression, R.P.W. again addressed the question o f how the frail
human being, overwhelmed by the immensity o f time and space, can achieve some
meaning in life. But the despair that ended the description o f Smithland yielded to a
more “neutral, searching tone” as R.P.W. described his trip to Rocky Hill.71 The ruins
o f the house lay on a mountain on the property o f a quaint country man named Jack
Boyle. R.P.W. described himself standing at Boyle’s door as “a stranger” who “yearned
to be understood, to make communication, / To touch the ironic immensity o f afternoon
with meaning” (20). The R.P.W. who had earlier accelerated his car to escape the red,
glaring eye was also a stranger “in the sense that his aloofness and alienation isolated
70By including the charred bone among the ruins, Warren has foreshadowed the trouble R.P.W.
will have making sense of Lilbume Lewis’s crime, for the only physical evidence o f the murder was the
slave’s jaw bone salvaged by Lilbume’s hound.
71Dooley, “The Persona R.P.W. in Warren’s Brother to Dragons.” 104
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him from the rest o f man,” but during this second digression, R.P.W. seeks a kind o f
communion.72
Two images are crucial to R.P.W .’s search for meaning at Rocky Hill. The first
is R.P.W.’s father, who slept in the car while R.P.W. climbed the mountain. Not only
was his father too old for climbing in the heat, but there was
No truth on mountains any more for him,
Nor marvel in the bush that bums and yet is not consumed.
Yes, he had climbed his mountain long ago,
And met what face—ah, who can tell?
He will not, who has filled the tract of Time
With rectitude and natural sympathy,
Past hope, ambition, and despair’s delectable anodyne (21).
What R.P.W. feared was that he could not get beyond the anodyne o f despair, that the
vision o f meaning his father had seen could neither be communicated nor replicated.
But even while he would praise men like his father, Jack Boyle, and the boatmen, he
would still have doubts about their virtues: is the apparent kindliness only “the guttering
o f desire”? and is what seems like wisdom in one’s maturity only the “dimming o f
faculty”? (21). R.P.W .’s response to his internal questioning is desperate and
ambiguous:
But still, despite all naturalistic considerations,
Or in the end because of naturalistic considerations,
We must believe in the notion o f virtue.. . . (21).
Man is compelled to believe in some kind of virtue, just as man naturally yearns for a
kind o f “glory.” As he climbed to the top o f Rocky Hill, R.P.W. reflected on his
father’s notion o f virtue and, more generally, the nature o f virtue.

^Ibid.
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After the difficult ascent to the ruins at Rocky Hill, R.P.W. came face to face
with a large black snake, the second key image in this passage.
In some deep aperture among the stones,
I saw the eyes, their glitter in that dark,
And suddenly the head thrust forth, and the fat, black
Body, molten, out-flowed, as though those stones
Bled forth earth’s inner darkness to the day—
As though the bung had broke on that intolerable inwardness (24).
In the context o f the poem, the black snake calls to mind the evil lurking within the
heart o f man and, more generally, the limits placed upon man’s striving for virtue and
glory. Upon first seeing the snake, R.P.W. seems ready to accept the snake’s symbolic
aspect:
. . . my natural tremor of fatigue
Was converted into the metaphysical chill, and my soul
Sat in my hand and could not move (24).
But shortly thereafter, R.P.W. takes the other side o f the question and tries to reassure
himself that it was “just a snake” and devoid o f any deeper meaning. R.P.W.’s snake
was not one o f the great snake symbols of ancient religion; it was unlike the Egyptian
Apophis and the snake in the Garden of Eden. His snake was neither a symbol for evil
nor the spirit o f the murdered slave.
No, none o f these, no spirit, symbol, god,
Or Freudian principle, but just a snake,
Black Snake, Black Pilot Snake, the Mountain Blacksnake,
Hog-snout or Chicken Snake, but in the books,
Elaphe obsoleta obsoleta (25).
With this incantation o f the snake’s names, R.P.W. seems to be trying to ward off the
symbolic meaning which he has already faintly recognized. But, in fact, the cataloging
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o f names backfires. R.P.W., impressed that he remembered all the names from his
boyhood study o f zoology, was led to reflect on his childhood-a time of innocence when
he sought “to name the world and hug it tight” (25).
In R.P.W.’s childhood, the naming o f snakes served a much different function.
The language o f children and primitive men, Warren argued in an essay, is not merely a
device for pointing; rather, the word conveys “awe, fear, [and] admiration” o f the world
and expresses a “density of meanings and depth o f feeling” that is difficult to
paraphrase.73 The language of science, on the other hand, is detached, specialized, and
designed to manipulate abstractions. (Poetry, Warren added, reconciles both kinds o f
language, for poetry “not only utters itself in such a language that reminds us our
deepest being, but embodies ideas and values.”74) What bothered R.P.W. in this scene
from Brother to Dragons is the fear that something was lost in the passage from
childhood to adulthood; that is, the passage from innocence to experience must not be
allowed to transform hope and joy o f the innocent state to despair. R.P.W. continues:
But when you’re not a boy, you learn one thing:
You settle for what you get. You find that out.
But if that’s all you settle for, you’re good as dead (25).
These lines are a succinct, though inelegant, statement of a principal theme o f Brother to
Dragons. At the end o f the poem, R.P.W. will find some way to reconcile idea and
world, innocence and experience.

73Robert Penn Warren, “Relevance Without Meaning,” Intercollegiate Review 7 (Spring 1971):
149-52.
74Ibid„ 151-52.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

128

But throughout the middle sections o f the poem, R.P. W. remains a thoroughly
modem man who has little time for debates on morality or history. At one point, he
mocks the Kentuckians o f 1811 who believed the New Madrid earthquake (which
occurred on the same night as the murder) was divine punishment. R.P.W. answered
that
It takes something more to bring the End o f Time
Than that Roman circus in your meat-house.
That was just an episode in the long drift o f human
Experience, and impressive chiefly for
Its senselessness.. . . (43-44)
Every person has his own set of reasons that would make any hour well-suited for
divine vengeance, R.P.W. observes, and after the horrors of the Second World War, the
present age would seem appropriate for the end o f time if man were not “so advanced /
Beyond the fear o f God’s wrath” (44). In passages such as these, R.P.W. does more
than reject folk superstition: to use the language o f “Knowledge and the Image o f Man,”
R.P.W. denies that the story o f Lilbume Lewis’s soul has any meaning whatsoever. As
R.P.W. puts it, Lilbume was just another cog in “the great Machine o f History” (80).
In addition to appealing to historical determinism, R.P.W. often engages in crude
psychological analyses that absolve Lilbume o f guilt. For example, R.P.W. cites the
“not unfashionable notion” that the victim is “in a strange way responsible” for his own
murder (87) and, earlier, R.P.W. recalls that he
. . . . once read in Bernard o f Clairvaux
How the wicked man, even in wickedness,
But seeks God, after all (64).
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However true Bernard o f Clairvaux’s theological paradox may be when properly
understood, R.P.W. interpreted it in such a way that it left no room for Lilbume’s “self
definition for good or evil.” To R.P.W., Lilbume was ultimately not worth condemning
or defending but was simply a “doom” with no moral responsibility (71). The
cumulative effect o f RJP.W.’s statements is, therefore, “to reduce the significance of
Lilbume’s act to zero, to another datum in an infinite series of pathetic, meaningless
human acts.”75
Beneath R.P.W.’s self-assured tone, however, is an undercurrent of fear and
longing. Concerned about the fragility o f human life and civilization, R.P.W. alludes to
how “the forest reaches / A thousand miles beyond the frail human project” (32).
Occasionally, R.P. W. would search for some kind o f meaning. At the beginning o f the
third section o f the poem, when the story o f the murder is finally set forth, R.P.W.
imagines winter settling on Smithland. He pictures the wind sweeping down over the
Mississippi River valley:
A thousand miles and
The fabulous river is ice in the starlight.
The ice is a foot thick, and beneath,
In the interior o f that unpulsing blackness
And thrilled zero, the big channel-cat, eye Iidless, hangs
W ith white belly brushing
The delicious and icy blackness o f mud.
But there is no sensation. How can there be
Sensation when there is perfect adjustment? The blood
O f the creature is the temperature o f the sustaining flow:
The catfish is in the Mississippi and
The Mississippi is in the catfish and

75Law, “Brother to Dragons: The Fact o f Violence Versus the Possibility o f Love,” 133.
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Under the ice both are at one
With God.
Would that we were! (61).
R.P.W.’s first temptation, then, is to sink into nature and refuse to idealize human life;
he would try to “deny the i d e a . . . and embrace the world as all.”76 But as we have seen
earlier, Warren argued that man’s fate is to strive to distinguish himself from nature and
to justify his actions by reference to an ideal. This stage in mankind’s “growth o f moral
awareness” entails a different danger, the denial o f the world and the search for the false
peace o f “vision.” R.P.W. then contrasts the catfish under the ice with a great oak
standing on a bluff above the river. Although its trunk is like iron, the anguished oak
“wrestles the / Pitiless angel o f air” under the starlight that “comes earthward down /
Uncounted light-years o f disdain” (61-62). After pursuing this theme o f the oak’s
resistance, R.P.W. asks:
Why do we feel the necessity to linger on this scene?
The answer, I hazard, is paradoxical.
We feel that the force now driving Lilbume on
Is but part of the unhouseled force o f Nature,
Mindless, irreconcilable, absolute:
But we also feel a need to leave that house
On the headland, and lift our eyes up
To whatever liberating perspective,
Icy and pure, the wild heart may horizonward command,
And so the glimmering night scene under
The incalculable starlight serves
As an image o f lethal purity—
Infatuate glitter of a land o f Platonic ice (62).

76Robert Penn Warren, World Enough and Time (New York: Random House, 1950), 505.
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This lethal image, as Warren wrote in the 1953 version, is that o f “[t]he incessant / And
whirling dream of desperate innocence.”77 R.P.W. suggests that this image, with its
refusal to take into account man’s grounding in physical reality, was no more true to
human nature than that o f the lifeless catfish at the bottom of the frozen river. In a
moment o f self-understanding, R.P.W. observes that the scene with its “liberating
perspective” is little more than “an image to free us from the human trauma” (62).
When R.P.W. gradually realized that he, too, lacked a proper image of man, he
was able to achieve some kind of resolution to his questioning. In the time o f the poem,
his conversion occurs during the climactic confrontation between Jefferson and
Meriwether Lewis. After Meriwether re-entered, R.P.W. remained silent for the next
twelve pages and spoke only after the other characters subsided.78 In his final speech, he
recounts his final trip with his father to Rocky Hill and reflects on the meaning o f the
Jefferson-Lewis story.79 R.P.W. observes that on the final trip to Rocky Hill, the scale
seemed different: the hill was less steep, the house less imposing (131). Although he
attributed this change to the season (“winter makes all things draw in” (128-29)), the
different scale also reflects R.P.W.’s changed attitude and more optimistic view o f man.

77Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices fNew York: Random House, 1953), 95-96.
78

There are seven sections in Brother to Dragons. The confrontation between Meriwether and
Jefferson takes place in the fifth section. R.P.W. plays only a minor part in the sixth section o f the poem,
in which Isham Lewis and Aunt Cat, the slave who helped raise Lilbume, offer their perspectives on the
crime and its lessons. The seventh and final section Oust over six pages in the new version) is a
monologue on R.P.W.’s final observations on Rocky Hill.
79R.P. W.’s final speech is outside the time sequence o f the first six sections and functions as a
kind o f epilogue.
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On his final trip to Rocky Hill, R.P.W. is certain that the black snake is present but, for
whatever reason, has decided to stay buried deep in the rocks.80
R.P.W., as a representative o f modem man, was trying to understand the
implications o f naturalism and yet, in spite o f those “naturalistic considerations,” longed
for virtue or glory. His meditation on the story o f Jefferson’s nephews gave R.P.W. an
opportunity to understand, first, the inherent limitations and defects o f man and, second,
the possibility o f hope, optimism, and idealism in the face o f these limits. R.P.W. had,
in the end, learned that he must combine “knowledge” o f isolation, evil, and death with
the “intrinsic mediation o f the heart,” that is, the specifically human longing or
aspiration for ideals (130). In the pale light o f winter, R.P.W. acknowledged his
subdued hope for man and “some faith past our consistent failure.”81
The Education o f Jack Burden
At the end o f Brother to Dragons, both R.P.W. and Jefferson have achieved the
kind o f wisdom Warren described as the recognition that man must live with “the everrenewing dilemma o f idea as opposed to nature, morality to action.”82 While he insisted
on this fundamental conflict between idea and nature, Warren also believed that man
could achieve a temporary “time o f concord” between idea and the world. Warren

80As in “Original Sin: A Short Story,” the evil in man is always present but is not an ominous,
devouring beast. See New and Selected Poems. 301-2.
o.

Brother to Dragons. 130. In a closing passage reminiscent o f the ending o f All the King’s
Men. R.P.W. declares that he is finally prepared to live in the world “o f action and liability,” a world
“[s]weeter than hope in that confirmation of late light” (132).
82“ ‘The Great Mirage’: Conrad and Nostromo.” 156-57. Warren noted that Melville described
this same tension in the epilogue to Clarel as “the running battle of the star and the clod.” Quoted in
Warren, “Introduction,” Selected Poems of Herman Melville. 55.
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would often speak in terms o f an incarnation: there is a way, one character asserted,
“whereby the word becomes flesh.”83
Warren argued that this conflict between idea and nature is a central theme in
modem literature. In his 1944 essay on Eudora Welty,84 for example, Warren argued
that almost all the stories in Welty’s The Wide Net “deal with people who, in one way
or another, are cut off, alienated, isolated from the world.” This fact of isolation was the
starting point o f Welty’s stories, and the drama developed when the protagonist would
attempt to “escape into the world” or when the protagonist (or sometimes only the
reader) would discover the nature of the character’s predicament. Warren described this
predicament in familiar terms: man is bound to mediate the “two poles” o f the human
condition: “the dream and the world; the idea and nature; innocence and experience;
individuality and the anonymous, devouring life-flux; meaning and force; love and
knowledge.” These contrasting poles, Warren emphasized, “are not susceptible o f a
single standard resolution,” but the effort at reconciliation is essential.85
M an’s attempt to reconcile world and idea is a central theme of Warren’s work86
and is clearly presented in All the King’s Men. For most o f the novel, Jack Burden is

83World Enough and Time. 460; “‘The Great Mirage’: Conrad and Nostromo.” 157. Such
incarnations, Warren suggests, are fleeting and cannot be maintained; “the victory is never won; the
redemption must be continually re-eamed.” Ibid.
84Robert Penn Warren, “Love and Separateness in Eudora Welty,” in Selected Essays (New
York: Random House, 1958): 156-69.
8SIbid„ 160-61, 163, and 167.
o /

“One theme penetrates all Warren’s work-his poetry, his fiction, his criticism: the conflict, for
man, between World and Idea.” Louise Cowan, The Southern Critics: An Introduction to the Criticism of
John Crowe Ransom. Allen Tate. Donald Davidson. Robert Penn Warren. Cleanth Brooks, and Andrew
Lytle (Irving, Texas: University of Dallas Press, 1971), 64.
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like the Welty protagonist who cannot mediate between world and idea and instead
takes refuge in notions such as the Great Sleep and the Great Twitch. But, like R.P. W.
in Brother to Dragons. Jack Burden reaches some kind of resolution.87 M. Thomas Inge
has argued that Jack Burden, “represents the consciousness o f the modem age and the
philosophical development it must undergo for survival.”88
Jack’s education is connected to the recurring theme o f filiation. Jack Burden’s
story is, as James Justus put it, a story o f the “agony o f filiation”: “Out o f the personal
search for the father comes the larger story o f Willie Stark, whose role as father extends
from the domestic and familial to the political and public realms.” And the real energy
o f the novel comes from the “unresolved, ambiguous, ambivalent father-son
relationships that propel Jack Burden forward.”89 At the end o f the novel, Jack suggests
that Judge Irwin may resemble Gilbert Mastem more than Cass Mastem, in the sense
that Judge Irwin’s moral failings had not prevented him from being a good judge, friend,
and public servant. Ellis Burden, on the other hand, had “walked away” from his past
and his family in order to work as a missionary. Jack concluded that he was unable to
live according to that notion o f goodness; thinking of both fathers, Jack speculated that
87

Alluding to this conversion, William Bedford Clark has suggested that an alternate title for All
the King’s Men might be “The Education of Jack Burden.” William Bedford Clark, The American Vision
of Robert Penn Warren (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1990), 93.
OQ

M. Thomas Inge, “An American Novel o f Ideas,” University College Quarterly 12 (May 1967),

38.
QQ

James H. Justus, “The Power of Filiation in All the King’s Men.” in Modem American Fiction:
Form and Function, ed. Thomas Daniel Young (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1989),
162, 166. He could thus summarize the story as “Burden’s loss of a father, his refusal to accept a series of
surrogate fathers, the interim solution by which he tacitly embraces Stark as father, the repetition of the
initial loss in the deaths of Stark and Irwin, for which he comes to accept a measure of responsibility, and
the secular penance he assumes in the care of a nonfather whom he elevates to generic father.”
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“a man’s virtue may be but the defect of his desire, as his crime may be but a function o f
his virtue” (375; 463). Cushing Strout has summed it up admirably:
Though eventually Jack charitably takes the senile old man [Ellis
Burden] into his home, left him by Judge Irwin, it is his flawed natural
father whom he respects and loves. Gilbert Mastem and Judge Irwin,
neither complacent nor agonized, have reacted to their loss o f innocence
without the obsessive guilt o f Cass, the cynical self-mistrustful “moral
neutrality” o f Jack, the pathetic withdrawal o f his legal father, or the
resentful ruthlessness o f Willie Stark, embittered by his knowledge that
he has been gulled by other politicians. How they react to their fall from
innocence-suggested by the title itself—is an index o f their capacity or
incapacity for moral life in the world.90
It is clear, however, that Warren understood this image o f filiation in a wider sense. In
an interview, Warren said that the theme o f Jack’s finding his father is symbolic o f his
attempt to “put the two halves o f the world together, the halves being the fact and the
idea, or these various splits o f this kind, the Emersonian and the Hawthomian.”91 “The
perfect father” will restore this lost unity or fusion; but, Warren adds, this perfect father
“is only in heaven, of course.” That is, the perfect fusion between fact and idea is not in
our world, although we constantly aspire to that ideal. We thus search for a new, true
father to give us a better idea o f the right model.
Jack’s education is also powerfully expressed through the story o f his
relationship with Anne Stanton. During the summer before Jack’s final year o f college,
Jack and Anne had fallen in love and were considering marriage. One evening when
they were alone in his mother’s house, Jack took Anne to his room and undressed her,
90Cushing Strout, “All the King’s Men and the Shadow o f William James,” in Critical Essays on
Robert Penn Warren, ed. William Bedford Clark (Boston: G. K. Hall and Company, 1981), 166.
91“Robert Penn Warren: An Interview,” by Marshall Walker (1969), in Talking with Robert Penn
Warren. 157.
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but as she lay on his bed, Jack suddenly declared that this affair “wouldn’t be right”
(357). The word “right” seemed to hang in the air and surprised its speaker, for Jack
“hadn’t ever thought o f anything [he] had done with Anne Stanton or with any other
woman or girl as being right or wrong, but as ju st something that happened” (357).92
The true reason Jack was unable to consummate the relationship is suggested by his
later observation that “I couldn’t any more have touched her then than if she had been
my little sister” (358). Ultimately, the problem was Jack cannot view Anne in any other
way but as the young and innocent little girl he had known since early childhood.
The image he had formed of Anne-the one he did not betray that summer, but
the one Willie Stark shattered almost twenty years later—was o f her as a young child
innocently floating in the ocean. Retelling the story o f the thwarted love scene, Jack
describes how
at that instant when she closed her eyes, as I stared at her, my mind took
one o f those crazy leaps and I saw her floating in the water, that day of
the picnic three years before, with her eyes closed and the violent sky
above and the white gull flashing high over, and that face and this face
and that scene and this scene seemed to fuse, like superimposed
photographs, each keeping its identity without denying the other (357).
The picnic at the beach took place in the summer o f 1915, when he and Adam were
seventeen and Anne was thirteen. This was the first time, Jack says, that he saw Anne
as separate from Adam; she was no longer a child but not yet a woman, and Jack
suddenly found Anne to be “mysterious.” The imagery suggests that what Jack could
not understand was Anne’s acceptance of the mystery o f time, her sense o f trust beneath

92“I hadn’t ever thought about right or wrong very much in connection with anything,” Jack
added.
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the violent elements (or the convulsion o f the world, as Jack put it later). This water
symbolism, as it is related to man’s living in time and in the world, allows Warren to
present in a compact manner the spiritual condition of his characters. We have seen
how Anne was “at home in the world” (196), a phrase Jack applied to another character
but which can apply to Anne as well. Adam, on the other hand, spied storm clouds on
the horizon and refused to go out into the water with Anne. After Anne had swum far
out into the bay, Adam went after her and quickly caught up and even passed by her.
Jack said o f Adam, “He hadn’t wanted to swim but now he would swim out, hard and
fast” (141). These actions at the picnic foreshadow Adam’s later engagements with the
world, whether his devotion to his vocation, his leadership of the charity hospital, and
even his assassination o f Stark. Jack Burden’s stance toward the world is only hinted at
in the picnic scene, but from many similar passages elsewhere, one knows that Jack
favors submersion. Just before the night they were alone, Jack and Anne spent part of
the evening at a swimming pool, where Anne practiced diving. After a particularly high
dive, Jack dove in after her, caught her, and put his arms around her. They rose to the
surface so slowly, he said, that his chest ached and he became dizzy; he wanted to keep
Anne in the underwater embrace, submerged and set apart from time. And throughout
the narrative, Jack refers to himself as a drowning man, “a diver groping downward,”
and “drowning in West” (129-30, 228, 328). From that vantage point, he need not
worry about the “violent sky above” and the “convulsion o f the world.”
In the quoted passage above, Jack’s reference to the fusion o f images reinforces
the point. A few pages earlier, Jack had been musing on the nature o f love and had
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decided that when “you” and your beloved’s image o f “you” coincide perfectly, “there
would be a perfect focus, as when a stereoscope gets the twin images on the card into
perfect alignment” (341). The image and the reality were moving farther apart that
night in Jack’s mother’s house, when the two faces o f Anne were superimposed, and
neither would be equated with the other.93 Earlier that summer, when he first thought he
was in love with Anne, Jack remembered (“I didn’t remember, I saw”) for the first time
in years the image o f the thirteen-year-old Anne lying in the water. Jack said that all at
once
I had the feeling o f being on the teetering verge of a most tremendous
discovery. I saw that the moment tonight was just an extension o f the
moment long back, on the picnic, that this moment tonight had been in
that moment all the time, and I hadn’t known i t . . .. [It] had come back
like a seed you throw away to find, when you come back that way again,
that the plant is tall and covered with bloom.. . . I sat up in bed and was
absolutely filled w ith rapture (334-35).
But Jack was unable to sustain this moment o f understanding, and after a few minutes,
Jack “saw the image again, and all at once the rapture was gone, and I experienced a
great tenderness, a tenderness shot through and veined with sadness” (335). This sense
o f overwhelming sadness for a lost innocence precluded any future relationship he
might hope to have with Anne.
Years later, Jack would state his problem in more general terms. He recalled
that he hesitated because he was “so struck by the pathos o f her submissiveness and her
trust in me and of the m oment which would plunge her into the full, dark stream o f the

93

Elsewhere in this passage, Jack told how he would see Anne that summer but “could not
equate” her with the image lying in the water four years before (348).
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world” (375). Lying on his bed, she seemed to be not the mature seventeen-year-old
Anne but rather the girl who, eyes closed, floated on the water under the menacing sky.
She trusted me, but perhaps for that moment o f hesitation I did not trust
myself, and looked back upon the past as something precious about to be
snatched away from us and was afraid o f the future. I had not understood
then what I think I have now come to understand: that we can keep the
past only by having the future, for they are forever tied together.
Therefore I lacked some essential confidence in the world and in myself.
She came, as time passed, to suspect this fact about me (375).
Jack’s newly discovered principle, that in order to act in the present one must “accept
the past and its burden’-neither becoming bogged down in the past nor acting as if each
day were new—has profound implications not only for Jack’s personal life but for
political life as well.
Jack gradually learned that he must accept his role in the deaths of Willie Stark,
Adam Stanton, and Judge Irwin and in the disordered condition o f politics in the state.
A few months after the assassination, Jack visited Sadie Burke in a sanitorium and
finally discovered how Adam learned of Anne’s affair with Willie Stark. When Tiny
Duffy, who had become the new governor, summoned Jack to his office and asked
whether he wanted his old job in the new administration, Jack insulted Duffy and
revealed that he knew the details o f the plan to bait Adam. Jack insinuated that the
rumors would get out and ruin Duffy’s career in politics.94 With a final insult, Jack
turned and left Duffy’s office feeling like the virtuous and heroic avenger: “When I
found out about Duffy’s killing the Boss and Adam I had felt clean and pure” (502).

94Actually, by this point in the story, Jack had rejected plans to expose Duffy’s guilt in the press
and to pursue legal proceedings. The principal reason for rejecting these plans was to save Anne Stanton
from the shame o f exposing her affair with Willie.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

140

Duffy was the villain, and Jack was absolved o f responsibility. But Jack’s selfrighteousness disappeared when he asked himself why Duffy had been so sure he would
work in the new administration. Perhaps Jack and Duffy had more in common than
Jack had believed; perhaps they “were caught in a more monstrous conspiracy” than
even the assassination plot. “It was as though in the midst of the scene Tiny Duffy had
slowly and like a brother winked at me with his oyster eye and I had known the
nightmare truth, which was that we were twins bound together” (505). The context of
this remark suggests that this brotherhood refers to the common human inclination
toward evil. Jack’s earlier recognition that he shared at least some o f the responsibility
for the deaths o f Irwin, Willie, and Adam was transformed into a pervasive and almost
paralyzing sense o f guilt. “I hated everything and everybody and myself and Tiny Duffy
and Willie Stark and Adam Stanton. To hell with them all, I said impartially under the
stars. They all looked alike to me then. And I looked like them” (505). This
recognition is a key stage o f his moral growth: until Jack is “reborn through a revelation
of the guilt he shares with humanity, he is not fully man, but rather embryonic and
amoral.”95
But several weeks after his meeting with Governor Duffy, Jack again thought of
getting even with his “brother.” Jack saw Sugar Boy, Stark’s dim-witted bodyguard and
still loyal admirer, and told him that someone other than Adam Stanton was primarily
responsible for Willie Stark’s death. Sugar-Boy begged Jack to tell him who it was. As

9SNorton R. Girault, “The Narrator’s Mind as Symbol: An Analysis o f All the King’s Men.”
Accent 7 (Summer 1947): 222.
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Jack knew, Sugar-Boy would have gladly accepted the death penalty for the opportunity
to kill Willie’s true murderer. Jack was amused by the situation’s similarities to the
earlier situation in which Duffy disclosed the information to Adam.
It was such a joke on Duffy that I almost laughed out loud. And as the
name o f Duffy flashed across my mind I saw Duffy’s face, large and
lunar and sebaceous, nodding at me as at the covert and brotherly
appreciation o f a joke, and even as I spread my lips to speak the syllables
o f his name, he winked. He winked right at me like a brother (509).
Now repulsed by this vision, Jack declined to reveal the truth to Sugar-Boy, saying
instead that he was only “kidding” about a conspiracy to kill Willie Stark. The
irresponsible Jack who believed in the Great Twitch would not have hesitated, for he
would not have been morally accountable for the ramifications, or in Cass Mastem’s
words, for the vibration set up in the fabric o f the world by his act o f perfidy. But the
mature Jack Burden would ask: What would be the effect o f the assassination on state
government and politics? (And presumably the story of the original conspiracy and the
sordid affair surrounding it would be revealed to the public.) How would that revelation
affect Lucy Stark and her regard for Willie? Would not Anne Stanton be exposed by
this news? And would Jack himself be implicated in the assassination of Duffy?
Would Jack bear any responsibility for the fate o f Sugar-Boy after manipulating him to
get even with Duffy? Jack was able to overcome his similarity to Duffy, and he
recognized shortly afterwards that an intellectual and moral difference resulted from that
meeting with Sugar-Boy (512). He recognized not only his part in the human guilt but
also his responsibility to strive for something better. With this greater self-knowledge,
Jack is able to be reconciled with the memory o f Willie Stark and with his personal past
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at Burden’s Landing. He was finally able to understand their motivations, limitations,
and, in Willie Stark’s case, his “greatness” in spite o f his errors.96 W illie’s greatness
and his errors taken together suggest both the aspiration and the baseness o f the human
condition, and this final vision o f Willie Stark’s legacy continues the process o f Jack’s
overcoming the despair brought on by the vision o f Tiny Duffy as brother.
Understanding that Willie Stark was in some sense “a great man” allowed Jack to say, “I
could think better o f other people, and of myself. At the same time that I could more
surely condemn m yself’ (517).
Jack’s education is complete by the end o f the novel when he has finally become
reconciled to his mother and to Ellis Burden, married Anne Stanton, and decided under
what conditions and with whom he will re-enter the political arena. Jack’s new view of
man and life can be described generally as a tragic vision or a religious sense. Consider,
for example, the theological statement by Ellis Burden at the very end o f the novel.97
Ellis Burden argued that the creation of man,
whom God in His foreknowledge knew doomed to sin, was the awful
index o f God’s omnipotence. For it would have been a thing o f trifling
and contemptible ease for Perfection to create mere perfection. To do so
would, to speak truth, be not creation but extension. Separateness is
identity and the only way for God to create, truly create, man was to
make him separate from God Himself, and to separate from God is to be

96After meeting with Lucy Stark, Jack said to himself, “I must believe that Willie Stark was a
great man. What happened to his greatness is not the question. Perhaps he spilled it on the ground the
way you spill a liquid when the bottle breaks. Perhaps he piled up his greatness and burnt it in one great
blaze in the dark like a bonfire and then there wasn’t anything but the dark and the ember winking.
Perhaps he could not tell his greatness from his ungreatness and so mixed them together that what was
adulterated was lost. But he had it. I must believe that” (516-17).
97Jack has taken in his ailing father, Ellis Burden, that is, who spends his last days trying to finish
a decidedly unorthodox religious tract. He would sometimes, as in this case, dictate his thoughts to Jack.
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sinful. The creation o f evil is therefore the index o f God’s glory and His
power. That had to be so that the creation o f good might be the index of
m an’s glory and power. But by God’s help. By His help and in His
wisdom (529).
This passage points toward the major issues and themes of man’s defects, a need for
redemption, a sense o f identity in separateness, and limits on human action imposed by
nature. Jack concluded that “in my own way I did believe what he had said” (529).
This balanced understanding o f man’s condition—his necessary separation from God in
this world and his capacity for worldly “glory” and “power’-prevent one from either
shrinking from the knowledge o f human imperfection or forgetting the conditions
placed on one’s actions by the Creator.
Ellis Burden’s statement also hints at the problem of human freedom and
responsibility co-existing with divine foreknowledge and will. The notion o f “doom”
recurs often in All the King’s Men, especially at the end. Jack had come to understand
that Adam Stanton—the man o f idea-and Willie Stark-the man of fact—were “doomed to
destroy each other, just as each was doomed to try to use the other and to yearn toward
and try to become the other, because each was incomplete with the terrible division of
their age” (528). Yet Jack would also insist that his friends “lived in the agony of will”
(528), because to say that they were doomed did not relieve them o f moral obligations.
Jack struggled with the question of historical determinism and individual
responsibility throughout the novel. During the 1933 impeachment attempt, for
example, Jack helped Governor Stark gather incriminating information on Stark’s
opponents in the senate; under pressure, some of the senators decided to vote against
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impeachment. O f course, the thousands o f people assembled on the Capitol grounds to
witness the vote were unaware o f this political blackmail. Jack looked out his office
window onto the crowd and “was almost sorry” that he knew exactly how the votes
would be cast. He said, “If I hadn’t known, I could have stood there in the full
excitement o f the possibilities o f the moment. But I knew how the play would come
o u t.. . . I stood there and felt like God-Almighty brooding on History” (181). What
Jack had learned by the end is that man cannot view the world from that perspective but
that “[m]en living in the midst of things cannot abstract from their situation by rising to
some ‘chilly pinnacle’ but must use whatever insight and conscience they have in the
world.”98 Those who participate in the “play,”in life, are conscious o f free choice and
responsibility for their choices, and this consciousness is not impaired by an omniscient
God who exists outside o f Time and History. This idea was expressed in the oftenquoted remark, “History is blind, but man is not” (528). In a sense, Warren is disputing
Dreiser’s belief that “because history is blind, virtue is impossible.”99 For Warren,
human history has two aspects: part of history is “a mindless clash of forces, nonrational and dependent upon chance,” while at the same time, history reveals mankind’s
“noble strivings . . . to live by worthy and humane codes o f conduct.”100

98Cushing Strout, “AH the King’s Men and the Shadow of William James,” 162-63. Strout
points out that Warren “does not rely on historicism as Willie does-and as ‘wave of the future’ apologists
did in the 1930s—but instead shows its formerly cynical narrator forming the intention in his very last line
to go out ‘into the awful responsibility of Time.’” Ibid.
99

L. Hugh Moore, Robert Penn Warren and History. 64-65.

,00Ibid.
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This epigram, “History is blind, but man is not,” is attributed to Hugh Miller,
who served as attorney general in Stark’s first administration. When Jack met Hugh
Miller in 1930, he described him as “a tallish, stooped, slow-spoken man with a sad,
tanned face and what they call the eyes o f a dreamer. The man was Hugh Miller,
Harvard Law School, Lafayette Escadrille, Croix de Guerre, clean hands, pure heart, and
no political past” (117). Miller had long criticized the state government for its
corruption and unresponsiveness, and then Willie Stark handed him the office o f
Attorney General so that he might clean up the state (162-66). Miller soon grew tired o f
the corruption and coercion in Stark’s administration and resigned from office. At this
point in the story, Jack treated Miller with contempt. One scholar has suggested that
Miller, like Cass Mastem, was a man with whom Burden could not bear comparison,101
someone o f the same station in life who could become engaged in the political life while
still retaining a sense of responsibility and integrity. But after Willie Stark’s death, Jack
and Hugh became close friends, and as Jack says, “It looks as though Hugh will get
back into politics, and when he does I’ll be there to hold his coat. I’ve had some
valuable experience in that line” (528).102 As Jack understands at the end o f the novel,

IOIAllen Shepherd, “‘Clean Hands and Pure Heart’: Hugh Miller in All the King’s Men.” Notes
on Contemporary American Literature 11 (May 1981): 3-5.
I02Warren does not spell out what Miller’s chances of political success might be. One could note
that Miller’s return to politics follows the Biblical account in the Twenty-Fourth Psalm: “Who shall
ascend into the hill of the Lord, and who shall stand in the holy place? He that hath clean hands and a
pure heart.” But Allen Shepherd has pointed out the intertextual links between Hugh Miller and Jefferson
Davis, who occupies a tangential role in the Cass Mastem episode in All the King’s Men. In John Brown:
The Making of a Martyr (19291 and Legacy o f the Civil War (19611. Warren quotes a passage from James
Redpath’s Echoes of Hamer’s Ferrv describing President Davis as “a statesman with clean hands and pure
heart.” Since Warren’s sketches of Jefferson Davis, in all of his works including the essay Jefferson
Davis Gets His Citizenship Back (1980), present him as simultaneously noble and politically inept,
Shepherd speculates that Jack may one day be forced to pick up the pieces of Hugh Miller. See Shepherd,
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the alternative to Willie Stark’s exercise o f unrestrained will is neither the “suspension
o f action . . . nor retreat to pure idea. It is will-choice—modified by natural necessity
and controlled by moral vision.”103

‘“ Clean Hands and Pure Heart’: Hugh Miller in All the King’s Men.” 3-5.
I03Casper, The Dark and Bloody Ground. 130. Put differently, what Jack envisages at the end is
a “saving union o f the idealist and pragmatist impulses in modem man.” Heilman, “All the King’s Men
as Tragedy,” 224.
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C h a p t e r F iv e
T h e O l d D r a m a o f P o w e r a n d E t h ic s

The Fable of the Night Rider
Louis Rubin observed that Warren, since his early study o f John Brown, had
been fascinated by the relationship between idealism and the “complex social fact” in
which those ideals must be realized.1 In the same vein, C. Vann Woodward noted how
often Warren wrote o f “idealists who intervene recklessly and self-destructively in
events o f great complexity with results that are unanticipated and often tragic or ironic
or both.”2 These generalizations hold hue for Warren’s first novel, Night Rider.3 In the
previous chapter, we read Night Rider in the context o f Warren’s concern over
naturalism and his fear that spiritual “drifters” (to use John Burt’s phrase) would find
themselves involved in radical political causes.4 In this chapter, we approach the novel
from a different angle. Night Rider reflects Warren’s fear that political movements that
repudiate traditional notions o f law and ethics in the name o f justice, material needs, or
some other good, are doomed to fail.
The action o f Night Rider revolves around the attempt made by the directors o f
the Association o f Growers o f Dark Fired Tobacco to persuade the small farmers o f the

'Louis D. Rubin, Jr., The Wary Fugitive: Four Poets and the South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1978), 337
2C. Vann Woodward, “History in Robert Penn Warren’s Fiction,” in The Future of the Past
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 224.
3Robert Penn Warren, Night Rider (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1939).
4See John Burt, Robert Penn Warren and American Idealism (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale
University Press, 1987), 130.
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region to pool their crops in order to command a higher price from the tobacco
companies and their buyers. The subject matter of Night Rider reflects Warren’s
concern with commercial aggressiveness, “bigness,” and possessive individualism. And
Warren himself understood the novel, in part, as an exploration o f the theme o f “social
justice.”5 He allows Percy Munn to declaim eloquently on justice and on what “each
man owed to the others.”6 But at the same time, Warren insisted that he tried to “find
the dramatic mb o f the story at some point a little different from and deeper than” the
simple presentation o f harm caused by amoral acquisitiveness.7 While Warren did not
elaborate, there are at least two interrelated aspects o f Night Rider which may constitute
this more complicated “dramatic mb.” First is Warren’s exploration o f the complexity
o f human nature, especially the problem o f violent passions and the existence of
different and mixed motives o f the principal actors. Second is the stark portrayal o f the
degeneration of a political movement, one toward which Warren was sympathetic,
because o f the lack o f harmony between means and ends.
At the beginning o f Night Rider, the protagonist Percy Munn is recruited into the
Association’s leadership. At the first meeting of the Board of Directors, as the secretary
was reading the statement of the Association’s “purposes and ideals” and the list o f
5See “On the Art o f Fiction,” an interview by Ralph Ellison and Eugene Walter (1957), first
published in the Paris Review and reprinted in Talking with Robert Penn Warren, ed. Floyd C. Watkins,
John T. Hiers, and Mary Louise Weaks (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1990), 28.
6Night_Rider, 26. Further citations to the novel will be made parenthetically. Night Rider is
based on the Kentucky Black Patch tobacco wars of 1905, and one historian examined the historical
documents of that era and pointed out how Warren made use of (and, in fact, could have explored in more
detail) the notion o f “mutuality” found therein. See Thomas H. Winn, “The Night Rider Revisited: A
Historical Perspective.” Southern Quarterly 31 (Summer 1993): 68-73.
7“On the Art o f Fiction,” in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 28.
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members, Munn imagined “invisible threads” emanating from those sheets o f paper:
those members “were all webbed together by those strands, parts o f their being . . .
coming together here, and becoming one thing. An idea—that was it-an idea seized parts
o f their individual beings and held them together and made them coalesce” (16). A
great concern o f the novel is to pick away at Munn’s simplistic notion o f political
action. The reader must sometimes be reminded what the principal characters have in
common: Bill Christian, the boisterous and passionate frontier type; Senator Edmund
Tolliver, a debt-ridden and deceitful politician; Captain Todd, an elderly Civil War
hero; and Doctor MacDonald and his father-in-law Professor Ball, the ideological
masterminds o f the terrorism. Each o f these characters seems moved by his own
personal interests and daimon much more than by a devotion to the Association’s ideals.
The problem o f motivation becomes apparent early in the novel, even before
M unn made his observation at the meeting about ideals bringing them together.
Immediately after arriving at Bardsville, Munn talks with Lucille Christian about her
father’s intemperance, and she tries to explain her father’s actions by saying that his
passionate devotion is based on some inexplicable inner drive that informs and
sometimes overwhelms his desire for justice or the pursuit o f his interests. At the first
meeting o f the Association, Bill Christian argues that they should not bother with a
complicated statement o f principles, but just “make those son-a-bitching buyers pay me
what my tobacco’s worth”; his only desire is to “show those bastards” what the
Association can do to them (15). Later in the novel, when the board is debating an offer
from the tobacco companies, Senator Tolliver insists that all they demand is a fair price.
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The Association, Tolliver says, wants justice in an orderly fashion, without inflam ing
the passions and lacking the desire to gouge the tobacco companies. Upon hearing this,
Christian erupts into a violent and vulgar tirade, making it clear that he does indeed
want to gouge the companies (“cut their guts out and tie ‘em in bow knots around their
necks” (96-97)). Christian himself sometimes seems bemused by his outbursts. After
Tolliver insists that the board does “not want to see the passions inflamed,” Christian
flashes his “amiable smile” and remarks quietly to no one in particular, “I just hate to
think how easy it is to inflame my passions” (99).
The other members o f the board do not accept Christian’s flaws so readily; some
o f them, most notably Captain Todd and Senator Tolliver, express their fears o f
Christian. Tolliver later pulled Munn aside and said:
[In] any popular movement there is a tendency toward extreme action
that you don’t see. That only needs a leader. They say a ship can bum
for days and not much harm done until somebody opens a hatch and the
air strikes. A leader is like that, he just opens a hatch. We must guard
against the development o f any such sentiment. We must keep the
hatches down, so to speak. Now take Bill, for instance. I never knew a
finer man that Bill Christian. Great sincerity and strength o f character.
But he is sometimes given to violent speech. A kind o f noble rage, you
might say. But he speaks now, not as an individual but as a
representative o f something bigger than any individual, bigger than he is,
or you, or I. He speaks with a more than personal authority. And there is
no telling what a chance word o f random violence or exaggerated feeling
might start, what train o f thought that might in the end mean action to be
regretted by all. And by him most o f all, perhaps (111-12).
As Tolliver continues his conversation with Munn, he offers more political advice: what
Christian does not know and what Munn must learn is “which compromises to make,
for all life is a compromise with the ideal, but at the same time to move always toward
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the ideal and never to lose sight of it or lose the grasp of it in one’s thoughts” (112).
Tolliver’s apparent concerns are the same as Warren’s, namely the threat o f political
extremism that Bill Christian represents and the corresponding need to reconcile world
and idea. In other and later works, especially in The Legacy o f the Civil War. Warren
expresses such thoughts in his own voice.
In Night Rider, however, the classical understanding o f statesmanship and
prudence is presented by a political opportunist. In the pages following his conversation
with Tolliver, Munn comes to understand that Tolliver was trying to get Munn lined up
against Bill Christian and with the more moderate wing o f the Association board. The
reader leams that Tolliver was saddled with considerable debts, and if the Association
board had voted to accept the tobacco companies’ offer for the farmers’ warehoused
tobacco crops, Tolliver would have received enough money to pay his debts. Since the
board declined to accept the company’s offers, Tolliver thought he had no choice but to
conspire against the board. Although the details are not given, the deal struck between
Senator Tolliver and the tobacco buyers evidently stipulated that Tolliver would sell his
current crops directly to the tobacco company, resign from the association, file suit to
recover the crops he had already placed with the association, and, most importantly,
publish a letter criticizing the Association’s board of directors. Considering his
standing in the community, Senator Tolliver’s letter would undermine popular support
for the association. The newspapers published Tolliver’s statement that the policy he
had supported was “the one o f reason and peace and would be endorsed by an
overwhelming majority o f the actual members of the Association” (120). An
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accompanying editorial warned that if an able and trusted leader like Tolliver feared that
the board was “leading the community into paths o f disorder against the will o f the
majority,” then it was time for “all thinking men to stop and reconsider the whole
situation” (123).
Tolliver’s fear that Bill Christian would act as a catalyst for disorder was only
partly correct. To a great extent, it was Tolliver’s actions rather than Christian’s that set
the violence in motion because Tolliver had set a precedent for association members to
secretly bargain with the companies and to begin legal action to recover crops already
committed to the association. As Christian remarked, the tobacco company’s
underhanded dealings would dictate a change in the association’s tactics (125-26; 134).
With Doctor MacDonald and Professor Ball, Christian argued that the most effective
way to thwart the companies would be to find “a means o f controlling the supply of
tobacco” (141). Toward this purpose, they formed a splinter group called the “Free
Farmers’ Brotherhood of Protection and Control.” At this point in the novel, about onethird o f the way through, Warren brings MacDonald and Ball into the story without
making clear their relationship to Bill Christian. The reader does not know who sought
out whom, although the idea to form the Brotherhood, according to Professor Ball,
emerged during conversations between him and MacDonald (140). By the time
Christian tells Munn that he knows what to do about Tolliver’s defection, MacDonald
has already organized bands and commanders o f the brotherhood in his section o f the
county. Christian also effusively praises Ball and MacDonald as “smart men” for
providing the intellectual rationalizations for the extra-legal actions they have planned.
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So at this point in the narrative, the leadership has passed from Christian, Tolliver, and
Munn to Ball and MacDonald. Thus in Warren’s vision o f political mass movements as
presented in Night Rider, the primary danger comes neither from the “rabble” nor from
the “representative” Bill Christian but rather from ideologues like MacDonald and Ball.
Percy Munn first meets Professor Ball, a farmer and teacher at a boys’ academy,
at Christian’s house. What Munn first notices about Ball are the large bandages on both
hands due to a bad case o f impetigo; the affliction is appropriate, for Ball refuses (until
the very end o f the story) to get his hands dirty in the practical affairs o f the
Brotherhood but instead lends intellectual support from his chair by the fireplace. Munn
had remembered reading in the local newspapers the professor’s letters on agricultural
and political matters, “full of quotations from Thomas Jefferson and old John Taylor,
and from the Latin-Virgil mostly” (138). Ball is presented as a didactic, pompous, and
often sophistical frontier scholar. He taps his bandaged fingers together and proceeds to
teach Munn about the “very simple” proposition regarding the need to control the supply
o f tobacco upon which the Brotherhood was founded. When the tobacco plant is most
vulnerable before it sets roots in the field, Ball points out, “a few strokes o f the hoe”
will wipe out “a thousand pounds of lea f’ (141). Ball justifies bed-scraping by saying
that each farmer retains a “free option”: he could “join the Association and abide by its
rules and regulations,” or he must assume the responsibility for protecting his own crops
(141).8 According to Ball, there was nothing illegal or unethical about this counseling,

8The “sacred oath” which members o f the brotherhood swore required that they “loyally obey the
commands” o f superior officials and that they “steadfastly support. . . whatever measures may be deemed
advisable” to gain a fair price for tobacco (155). The individual farmer thus surrenders his moral sense to
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which was usually done after midnight by hoe-carrying members o f the Brotherhood.
The force that they would use would be for the right side; thus his proposed motto for
the Brotherhood, “Le bras pour le droit” (143). When Munn offered objections to the
plan, Ball lurched at him and declared that “now’s the time” to act. Violence seemed
inevitable: the small farmers were growing restless and even more resentful toward the
companies, the farmers needed money and were tempted by the buyers’ offers, and their
cooperative association seemed unable to stop this trend. Ball told Munn, “You can’t
stop the mountain torrent, but you can make it feed the fruitful plain and not waste
itself,” implying that the ideals Ball espouses will redeem the otherwise unsavory
actions o f intimidation and bed-scraping (142). Moreover, Ball claims divine sanction
for the Brotherhood’s actions. Later in the novel, Munn visits the Balls during a family
devotional in which the professor reads from Exodus and explains that “The Lord is a
man of war” who will throw the tobacco companies’ horses and riders into the sea just
as He did Pharaoh’s. Ball prays that God will lead them as He led the Israelites: “Lead
us, O Lord, and smite those who would rise against our face” (3 15-16).9
In spite of Professor Ball’s plea for divine intercession, the Brotherhood fails to
achieve its goals. Early in the novel, shortly after contemplating the ideals holding the
Association together, Munn mused that he would not be able to fully grasp the

Doctor MacDonald, who has no scruples about the means used to further the purpose of the brotherhood.
The participants in the historical Black Patch War had organized committees o f “counseling and
instruction” similar to those in the novel in order to explain this “free option” to each independent or
wavering farmer. See Winn, “The Night Rider Revisited,” 72.
9Doctor MacDonald remarks facetiously to Munn that since the Brotherhood was formed,
Professor Ball’s Bible readings have all come from “the front part o f the Book” and that he has abandoned
the “loving-kindness chapters” in favor o f the “smite the Ammonite” passages (318).
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“meaning” o f the Association “until the time for action was past” (16). The narrator
relates many o f the actions through which the Association defined itself, and the reader
is distressed by the results. John Burt wrote that the middle sections o f Night Rider
depict
how the tactics of [the] Association, under pressure from the buyers,
gradually become more violent, moving from intimidation o f
nonmembers, to plant-bed scraping, to bam-buming, to bombing o f
warehouses, until the entire movement, having unleashed unrelated
tendencies to violence (such as the white renters’ hatred o f the black
sharecroppers) collapses into a general orgy o f disorder.10
Along with Professor Ball, the person most responsible for this collapse into disorder is
his son-in-law, Doctor MacDonald, a violent man with a shadowy past as some kind of
insurgent in Mexico and the Old Southwest. When Munn and MacDonald discuss
Ball’s change in religious sensibility, MacDonald wryly remarks that this belligerent
religiousness, the asking for divine intercession in political struggles, is “more my
variety than you might take his to be” (318). Munn is drawn to the ideological
MacDonald because of the confidence and “hardness that lay just beneath” his amiable
demeanor and because of the “inner, secret world” that sustained him during times o f

10Robert Penn Warren and American Idealism. 128. On the racism against the black share
croppers, see especially Night Rider. 255-61. As the association grows more violent and corrupt, the
night riders lost support from many of the association’s fanners, from the public in general, and from the
better leaders on the association’s board. Captain Todd resigned in protest, complaining that the night
riders gained control o f the Association and brought it to ruin. The men in the brotherhood were using
force against their own neighbors and undermining their cause. Other members of the board doubt
whether Todd had the fortitude he had thirty to forty years before when he was a fierce soldier in the Civil
War, when he joined the first Ku Klux Klan in Tennessee during Reconstruction, and when he organized a
posse to hang a unit of “blackguards and desperadoes” who were pillaging the countryside. Back then,
Todd argued, he thought he knew who his people were: “I didn’t think a man had much choice when it
came to taking sides.. . . [But] I just don’t know as I can say who my people are now” (179). Todd did
not sense a kinship with Doctor MacDonald, who emerged as the dominant leader of the night-riding
Brotherhood, nor did he understand how MacDonald managed to convince other men on the board to
follow him.
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trouble (147; 330-32). But in spite o f his charismatic qualities, MacDonald is unable to
lead the farmers in their struggle against the tobacco companies.
After several months o f bed-scraping and bam-buming, MacDonald declared
that their activities had not done enough good and the companies had still managed to
acquire a large supply o f tobacco from area farmers. The brotherhood had been forced,
he argued, into taking the drastic measure o f marching into Bardsville and burning the
warehouses full o f prime leaf. “It’s the last card,” MacDonald said, the grand and
heroic act that could redeem old failures (262-63). They succeeded in burning the
warehouses, but even this violent measure failed to achieve the ultimate ends o f the
association. For one thing, the tobacco companies absorbed the loss without much
difficulty, but more importantly, as public opinion turned against the association, the
state government imposed martial law and sought to identify and indict the leaders o f
the movement. Doctor MacDonald was the first association member indicted. After
one o f the farmers testified for the state and his trial seemed to be turning against him,
Doctor MacDonald resorted to bribing members o f the jury and even to asking Professor
Ball to assassinate the informant.11 With the court intimidated and bribed, MacDonald
was acquitted o f instigating the terrorism. At the end o f the novel, he is ready to leave
Kentucky and go out West again; having drawn the local farmers into the violent
brotherhood, he will leave them to find some way to reconcile with the tobacco
companies and earn a living again. Under public disapprobation and the threat of

1lIn keeping with the spirit o f the night riders, Ball acted furtively and evaded responsibility for
the murder. He lay the blame on Munn, who was forced to flee the county (384; 397-98).
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indictments, the association suspended its activities, and the farmers were in a worse
position than when they began their cooperative.
John Burt summarized very well the theme about social conduct presented in
Night Rider: “when one steps outside o f established procedures, even when forced by
the bad faith o f one’s opponents, the consequence seems to be a loss o f moral bearings
and the self-repeal o f one’s efforts.”12 Warren supported the tobacco farmers’ cause, but
he could not countenance the disjunction between means and ends. Perhaps Warren
understood Night Rider to be (like Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent and Under
Western Eves) a study in the “irony o f [revolutionary] success.”13 In any radical
political movement, Warren argued, one finds the same “complex o f egotism, vanity,
violence, and even noble illusion” and the inevitable disappointment.14 Warren quotes a
character from Under Western Eves:
The scrupulous and the just, the noble, humane and devoted natures; the
unselfish and intelligent may begin a movement-but it passes away from
them. They are not the leaders o f a revolution. They are its victims: the
victims o f disgust, o f disenchantment-often o f remorse. Hopes
grotesquely betrayed, ideals caricatured—that is the definition o f
revolutionary success.15
Both writers rejected the romantic view o f revolution because it is rooted in a theory o f
human nature that fails to account for the disruptive (and dominant) role o f passions and

12Robert Penn Warren and American Idealism. 129.
l3“‘The Great Mirage:’ Conrad and Nostromo.” in New and Selected Essays (New York:
Random House, 1987), 156. Conrad had succeeded in “unmasking” the nature of political revolutions,
Warren concluded. Ibid.
14Ibid.
l5Ibid.
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self-interest. In Warren’s vision, radical political action does not lead to progress but to
retrogression. True progress is made “inch by inch,” and the improvement o f society is
a slow and difficult process that involves the moral regeneration o f individuals.16
All the K ind’s Men as Tragedy
The themes and concerns of Night Rider are present in Warren’s third novel, All
the King’s Men.17 At one level, All the King’s Men is a story o f the tension between the
demands o f modem democracy and the restraining roles of law and tradition.18
Although ambivalent toward Willie Stark, Warren believed in the necessity of tradition,
understood as the accumulation of “rules of conduct that frail men in the past have
carved from the ruck o f history and have found valuable in guiding their behavior.”19
Political practices established by law and ratified by usage can help restrain the
influence o f passion and self-interest. Ultimately, man needs tradition, Warren argued,
because there is a defect in man: freed from traditional restraints, whether institutional
or cultural, men prey upon their fellows.20 These traditional codes o f conduct, in turn,

I6See “Robert Penn Warren: An Interview,” by Marshall Walker, in Talking with Robert Penn
Warren. 166; “A Dialogue with Robert Penn Warren on Brother to Dragons.” an interview by Floyd C.
Watkins, in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 346, 354.
17Robert Penn Warren, All the King’s Men (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1946;
reprint, San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1990). Future citations to All the King’s Men will be
made parenthetically.
I8See Louis D. Rubin, Jr., The Faraway Country: Writers in the Modem South (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 1963), 112.
19L. Hugh Moore, Robert Penn Warren and History: “The Big Myth We Live” (The Hague:
Mouton, 1970), 106. Characters who have repudiated their traditions, or who are not bom to a viable
tradition, wander aimlessly like Hemingway’s characters who seem doomed to navigate unfamiliar
territory without a map. Robert Penn Warren, “Ernest Hemingway,” in New and Selected Essays. 164.
20See L. Hugh Moore, Robert Penn Warren and History. 106-10.
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are justified by a myth that conveys the human values which man requires in order to
live meaningfully. Both myth and tradition are human creations, Warren stressed, and
are therefore subject to criticism, reinterpretation, and modification in light o f changing
circumstances.21 Traditional rules and the justifying myth are not delivered from on
high, nor do they spring full blown from the mind o f a solitary individual. Rather,
traditional codes gradually evolve from a community’s experience and embody its
values. All the King’s Men presents a modem politician revolting against the limits
imposed by traditional views o f law and ethics.
As discussed in Chapter One, Warren intended to write a tragedy with Willie
Stark as a modem tyrannos, and this aspect o f the work persisted through the beginning
o f Proud Flesh to the final version o f All the King’s Men. Warren’s tyrant, following
the conventions o f tragedy, would be a great man, admirable in many ways but beset by
hubris. Willie Stark’s characteristic error was, perhaps, best described by Warren and
Cleanth Brooks, who, while discussing Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound, remarked that
“ours is a Promethean age.. . . Most modems are guilty of a real hubris in feeling that
they can . . . remake the world” through the efficacy o f the human will, requiring neither
grace nor good fortune.22 At each stage in his career, Willie Stark has a clear idea o f
how the world ought to be, and in pursuit o f that idea, he disregards the natural and

21See, for example, Warren’s remarks in Legacy of the Civil War that the modem problem is to
find “in our time and in our new terms as way to recover and reinterpret the ‘Founder’s Dream.’” Legacy
o f the Civil War. 49. See also, Moore, Robert Penn Warren and History. 123.
22Robert Penn Warren, “A Conversation with Cleanth Brooks,” in The Possibilities of Order:
Cleanth Brooks and His Work, ed. Lewis P. Simpson (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1976), 65, 104. The quoted words, to which Warren assented, are Cleanth Brooks’s.
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institutional limits on action and gives no thought to the ultimate consequences o f his
actions. As tragic hero, Willie comes to see how he has missed the mark, though not in
time to save himself. On his deathbed, he reaffirmed what Warren called the “tragic
vision,”23 that man is a limited, corrupt being and what man wills is often “contradicted
by the conditions or by the consequences attached to it.”24
What Brooks and Warren described as the “Promethean view” was a constant in
Willie Stark’s career. The shift from the Promethean to the Tragic view o f life, which
only occurs at the very end o f the novel, encompasses-and is ultimately more important
than-the more obvious change from idealism to pragmatism, from “Cousin Willie” to
“The Boss.” Warren makes clear that early in Willie Stark’s career, he trusted in the
“efficacy of unassisted virtue” and shared the modem faith in grand reform.25 Willie
allowed himself to be persuaded that he was the “savior o f the state” who stood in some
special relation to God, Fortune, or History (79-80). Inspired by the grandeur o f the
office and confident in his abilities, he set out on the campaign in 1922. When the
voters failed to respond to Willie’s arguments, Jack explained that Willie “flattered
human nature” (83) by thinking that people would listen to his “weird mixture” of, on
one hand, grand ideas drawn from copybook quotations o f Franklin and Emerson and,

^ “An Interview with Eleanor Clark and Robert Penn Warren,” in Talking with Robert Penn
Warren. 323. Warren described “the tragic sense [as] the sense of human complication and paradox,” on
both a personal and political scale.
24Simone Weil, La Pesanteur et la grace (1950). quoted in T. S. Eliot, “The Aims o f Education,”
in To Criticize the Critic and Other Writings (New York: Farrar Straus and Giroux, 1965), 91-92.
^Warren, “Introduction to the 1974 English Edition,” AH the King’s Men (London: Seeker and
Warburg, 1974), ix.
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on the other, o f dry and detailed explanations of Willie’s road program, his balanced
and comprehensive tax program, and so on. The portrait Jack presents from 1922 is that
o f a naive politician with a firm conviction that social problems could be solved through
organized, scientific planning. Warren reinforced the point by having the young Willie
peddle a “patented Fix-It Household Kit” (81-82).
Willie’s discovery that he was being manipulated by the political machine
brought a significant change in his view of the world. The “unarmed prophet”26
resolved to overthrow the machine and create his own virtual dictatorship. Warren has
Willie leam the lesson presented in Machiavelli’s The Prince. Book VI, on the new
prince who acquires his principality by his own virtue.27 This distinction between those
who depend upon others and those who conquer by their own virtue is central: the
former “always come to ill and never accomplish anything; but when they depend on
their own and are able to use force, then it is that they are rarely in peril. From this it
arises that all the armed prophets conquered and all the unarmed ones were mined.”28
Another key point about new princes is that they were not granted “anything from
fortune [other] than the opportunity” to seize power.29 That opportunity is all that the
prince requires from fortune; almost everything else can be conquered by virtue. In the

26Ibid. Here, Warren unmistakably alludes to Machiavelli, The Prince. Book VI.
27

Machiavelli uses the word virtu to signify in this context “a combination o f courage and
prudence in the service o f acquisition, visible to all so that it may be admired by all.” See Harvey C.
Mansfield, Jr.’s translation ofNiccolo Machiavelli. The Prince (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1985), 6 n. 6. Future references to The Prince will be to the Mansfield edition.
28Machiavelli, The Prince. 24.
29Ibid., 23.
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penultimate chapter o f The Prince. Machiavelli compares fortune, first, to a violent riv er
that, when it floods, only does damage where dikes and dams are absent; in the same
way, fortune “shows her power where virtue has not been put in order to resist her.”30
Fortune, second, is
a woman; and it is necessary, if one wants to hold her down, to beat her
and strike her down. And one sees that she lets herself be won more by
the impetuous than by those who proceed coldly. And so always, like a
woman, she is the friend of the young, because they are less cautious,
more ferocious, and command her with more audacity.31
Machiavelli’s teaching on virtu-that bold action is necessary for success and can
conquer the vagaries o f fortune-coincides with Willie’s new, unschooled approach to
politics after he learned o f his role as a dupe. The world is still Willie’s to conquer, but
the more efficacious method is now known to be will rather than persuasion and reason.
Connected with this new boldness is Willie’s understanding of himself as a force
in History—as the “iron groom” who will “administer the dire punishments decreed” by
Justice against the misruling elites. To some extent, perhaps, all heroes understand
themselves as enacting their role in history. Warren wrote o f Sam Houston that he
was an actor in the deepest sense-the sense that makes a man see himself
in history. Even in the moment of action such a man sees the act as a
story, fulfilled in the gesture the actor makes. The poor blundering
human being, trapped in life’s confusion, is always staring at that grander
self-image, outside of Time, which even in the moment o f despair he
must discern.32

30Ibid„ 98.
31Ibid., 101.
32Robert Penn Warren, “How Texas Won Her Freedom,” Holiday 23 (March 1958), 73. See
also L. Hugh Moore, Robert Penn Warren and History. 81-88.
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Willie Stark’s “grander self-image,” as we noted above, was that o f the savior o f the
state’s poor. Willie tries to explain to Jack that “there’s something inside” him (317),
some “blind, inner compulsion” (11), that prods him on toward his destiny. But a
problem arises with W illie’s self-understanding, for if he is the iron groom o f justice,
then he is free to act outside conventional ethical and legal constraints. Remarking on
the Shakespearean influence behind All the King’s Men. Warren observed that the
“question o f power and ethics-and the question o f determination in history—is frequent
and vivid” in Shakespeare’s plays.33 In the Henriad. for example, Shakespeare begins
with the reign o f Richard II and his deposition by Bolingbroke (later Henry IV).
Richard had “a perfectly ‘legitimate’ claim to the throne,” and even when the kingdom
had begun to crumble, the Bishop o f Carlisle declared hopefully, “ . . . that power that
made you King / Hath power to keep you king in spite o f all.”34 But Bolingbroke does
not share the traditional belief in the immutable order; though he has no legitimate
claim, he “understands the logic o f power, and seizes it to become Henry IV.”35 In All
the King’s Men, as in the Henriad. a serious political conflict centers on the contrast
between constitutionality (the modem equivalent o f legitimacy) and “cfefacto power.”36

33“In the Time o f All the King’s Men.” New York Times Book Review CMav 31, 1981), 39.
34See Alvin B. Keman, “The Henriad: Shakespeare’s Major History Plays,” in Modem
Shakespearean Criticism: Essays on Style. Dramaturgy, and the Major Plavs. ed. Alvin B. Keman (New
York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1970), 248.
35Warren, “In the Time of All the King’s Men.” 39.
36Ibid. Willie Stark, like Bolingbroke and Huey Long, “lived in terms of power, and for him
ends seemed to justify means.” Ibid.
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When Stark exercises power in the name o f his historical purpose or cause, he treats
constitutional constraints with indifference if not outright hostility.
Where the modem world o f All the King’s Men differs from the world o f the
Henriad is that Willie Stark’s view o f politics had acquired a new respectability and
even a kind o f scientific pedigree. The revolution in thinking which Warren described
in the novel could, in part, be explained as a vulgarization of William James’s writings
on law and custom.37 In James’s view, there is “nothing final” about a people’s laws
and customs, for the old ways will be overthrown by newly discovered orders that better
satisfy human needs.38 James continued:
These experiments are to be judged, not a priori, but by actual finding,
after the fact o f their making, how much more outcry or how much
appeasement comes about. Every now and t h e n . . . some one is bom
with the right to be original, and his revolutionary thought or action may
bear prosperous fruit.. . . He may, by breaking old moral rules in a
certain place, bring in a total condition o f things more ideal than would
have followed had the rules been kept.39
While James’s philosophy of pragmatism may have been “critically qualified by a moral
sensibility,”40 many o f his followers failed to follow James’s example. The new view of
politics could also be explained by the rise o f positivism and scientific methodology.

37“In the decade of the 1930s, I was reading William James, instinctively led, I suppose, to try to
see the difference between philosophical pragmatism and that unphilosophical pragmatism represented by
Bolingbroke-or Huey. Or by Mussolini, who, as I seem to remember, regarded himself as a disciple of
the gentle William.” Robert Penn Warren, “In the Time of All the King’s Men.” 39.
38William James, “The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life,” quoted in Cushing Strout, “All
the King’s Men and the Shadow of William James,” in Critical Essays on Robert Penn Warren, ed.
William Bedford Clark (Boston: G. K. Hall and Company, 1981), 161-62.
39Ibid.
40Ibid„ 162.
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Believing that the method o f natural science was the only true model for the human
sciences, some thinkers sought to purge all “value-judgments” from discussions of
politics.41 Those who questioned the goals and methods of politicians like Long were
often dismissed because the right order of society and the means o f achieving that order
could not be the subject o f critical inquiry but only the mere expression o f opinion.
When Warren said that one o f his themes was the relation between “pseudo
science” and “the power-state,” he meant that he was trying to explain why Stark’s
methods were so easily accepted, or at least difficult to effectively criticize.42 In All the
King’s Men, the validity of pragmatism and positivism is examined indirectly through
Jack Burden’s musings on “the moral neutrality of history” and the nature of the self,
topics addressed in the previous chapter. In the dramatic versions o f the story, however,
this relation between “pseudo-science” and the “power-state” is at the forefront. At the
beginning of All the King’s Men: A Plav. the characters look back on the career of
Willie Stark and consider his greatest contribution to the state: the charity hospital. The
professor (who replaced the chorus o f surgeons in Proud Flesh') announces that “in one
sense,. .. the deepest and only important sense, it does not matter how [the hospital]
came to be.”43 It was irrelevant, he argued, whether Stark decided to build the hospital
for honorable reasons or only to get votes, or whether graft was involved in the

4ISee the discussion in Eric Voegelin, The New Science of Politics: An Introduction (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1952), 9-12.
42Robert Penn Warren, “A Note to All the King’s Men.” Sewanee Review 61 (Summer 1953),
477.
43Robert Penn Warren. All the King’s Men: A Plav (New York: Random House, 1960), 2.
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construction o f the hospital. The professor is concerned only with the ultimate result,
with what the hospital “delivers to society.”44 In the earlier version, Proud Flesh, the
professor reasoned that “anything which tends to promote the health and happiness of
society, by any means, even by means which seem to be immoral, will in the end be
conducive to morality, and can in the long view be called moral.”45
To Warren’s mind, Willie Stark embodied this spirit o f pragmatism, and the
growing acceptance o f this view made his rise to power possible. Willie Stark is not, o f
course, a detached pragmatist like the professor or the chorus o f surgeons. Rather, as
John Burt has persuasively argued, Stark assumes the role o f Machiavellian prince
“because he believes that nobody other than himself has a reliable idea o f the good.”46
He despised both the self-interested, degenerate Burden’s Landing elite and the
moderate reformers who set their sights too low. He often explained that the kind of
thorough political and economic reform that he had planned could not be realized
through regular channels. When Hugh Miller confronted Governor Stark and resigned
as attorney general, Stark lectured Miller about the nature o f law and politics.47 Miller

44Ibid., 30. When Stark jeopardized his career by insisting that the hospital not be used as “an
instrument for power . . . [or] a tool for graft,” he became nothing more than a “sentimental, confused
moralist.” Ibid., 59, 132.
45From Proud Flesh, as quoted in Casper, The Dark and Bloody Ground. 119.
46Burt. Robert Penn Warren and American Idealism. 151.
47Miller decided to resign after the state auditor was discovered taking bribes and the state
legislature began impeachment proceedings. Stark publicly defended the auditor because, as he explained
to Jack, those fellows in the legislature “can’t get the idea they can just up and knock somebody off’; the
auditor’s impeachment fight was not really about anything other than the MacMurfee faction in the
legislature trying to derail the legislative program of the Stark administration (159 ff.). Shortly
afterwards, the legislature began impeachment proceedings against the governor himself, and part of the
indictment was that he tried to “coerce, corrupt, and blackmail” members of the legislature into
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insisted that, although he supported the administration’s legislative program (the
highway improvements, an extraction tax, a public health bill), he could not abide “the
stuff around it,” that is, the bribery, questionable alliances, and illegalities. The
program, Miller argued, could be enacted without recourse to illegitimate and
unconstitutional means, to which Stark replied, in characteristic fashion, that law is
“always too short and too tight for a growing mankind,” like last year’s pants on a
growing boy (164). Rather than persuade legislators, Stark bribed and bullied them;
instead o f working within the laws o f the state, he packed the state’s supreme court. He
later explained to Jack that Hugh Miller had never understood that politicians must get
their hands dirty while making goodness out o f badness (309-10).
Willie Stark’s political fall, however, is caused by his inability to follow his own
prescription for success. As Warren emphasized in interviews, Willie Stark was tom by
conflicting impulses; endowed with a conscience, Willie was unable to remain
remorseless.48 Willie’s resurgent idealism sets in motion the controversy over the
hospital construction contract. If Stark had been the “cheerful immoralist”49 he had
sometimes claimed to be, or if he had been able to rationalize the act as the detached
professor would in the dramatic version, then Stark would have accepted without

abandoning the proceedings against the auditor. Stark’s strategy of defending himself was twofold: first,
he had “the goods” on a number o f senators and could easily prevent their re-election by revealing dirty
secrets at an inopportune moment; second, he galvanized his support from poor voters through a series of
fiery stump speeches and a march on the Capitol during the final days of the impeachment trial.
48“An Interview with Robert Penn Warren,” by Marshall Walker, in Talking with Robert Penn
Warren. 153-54, 157.
49

Burt, Robert Penn Warren and American Idealism.. 70.
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hesitation Tiny’s clever plan to award the construction contract to the chief financial
supporter o f Stark’s opponent. (One might add that, had Stark accepted the offer, there
would be no tragic element to the story.) As it stands, Willie Stark’s career was
following the same general pattern described by Brooks and Warren in their discussion
o f Kipling’s “The Man Who Would Be King”: Dravot, they said, was “moving toward
a sense of responsibility in pow er,. . . toward a desire to bring order and peace, toward
the ambition, not merely to loot and indulge his appetites, but to enter history, to
achieve something worthwhile and memorable.”50 This evolution in Willie Stark’s way
o f thinking is noticed but not understood by his underlings. They do not know why
Willie at first violently rejected Tiny’s offer or, after Tom Stark’s paternity scandal, why
Willie was so reluctant to accept the deal.
What triggers Willie Stark’s change in thinking is the growing recognition that
his approach-making up the good as you go along-has in fact “put the good out of
reach.”51 Throughout his tenure as governor, Stark justified his Machiavellianism with
reference to necessity: “You can’t make bricks without straw, and most o f the time all
the straw you got is secondhand straw from the cowpen” (165). Stark began his career
by exposing the use o f inferior bricks in the construction o f the school, but by the time
he goes into the deal with Larson, Stark fears that the high point o f his administration

50Cleanth Brooks and Robert Perm Warren, Understanding Fiction, third edition (Englewood
Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall), 89. See also Bamett Guttenberg, Web o f Being: The Novels of Robert
Penn Warren ("Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1975), 48. In an earlier edition of Understanding
Fiction. Brooks and Warren remarked that Dravot was renouncing his desire for a “kingship o f absolute
power” and embracing the idea of a “kingship hedged about by constitutional limitations.” Understanding
Fiction. 2d ed. (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1959), 56.
5lBurt, Robert Penn Warren and American Idealism. 151.
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may be a construction project as corrupt as the one he exposed in Mason City and that
the political empire he has built with “rotten brick” may fall ju s t as the school had.
Willie Stark learned that he had miscalculated his ability to resist defilement and to
“make good out o f evil.”
This phrase calls to mind St. Augustine’s explanation th a t “Almighty God would
in no wise permit evil to exist in His works, unless He were so almighty and so good as
to produce good even from evil.”52 By declaring that his performance of bad acts was
justified because o f the good that would come from them, Stark ascribed to him self the
kind o f power that traditional theology had said was lodged in an omniscient God. In
fact, Stark was unable to control the effects o f his actions (which was the lesson o f the
Cass Mastem episode), nor was he able to direct the actions o f those around him. The
entire novel is suffused with images of incorrigible nature that cannot be controlled—
from the “swamp, jungle and darkness, along the edge o f the c lipped lawn” at the
sanitorium (497) to the snakes and opossums which find their *way under Stark’s
automobile as it hurtles down the new highway; from Tom Statrk’s unpredictability and
open resistance to his father’s will to the uncooperative family dog who disrupted the
campaign photograph in the first chapter.53 W hat Willie Stark learned by the end o f his
career was humility in the face o f the complicated world, and im the broadest sense, that
is why Willie initially refused to enter the deal and why he reneged on the deal after

52St. Augustine, Enchiridion, ii. See also St. Thomas Aquinas, Suunma Theologica I, 22, 4:
“[T]he defect in one thing yields to the good of another, or even to the universal good.”
53For more on the nature symbolism in All the King’s Men, see Norton R. Girault, “The
Narrator’s Mind as Symbol: An Analysis o f All the King's Men.” Accent 7 (Summer 1947), 226-30.
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Tom Stark’s death. But in thinking that he could renege without consequences, Stark
underestimated Tiny Duffy. Willie had set dangerous precedents, and his minions did
not understand his desire to keep the construction of the hospital free from graft.
Stark’s final repudiation o f Tiny Duffy and his determination to “change things” in his
administration proved to be his undoing, and in the end, Willie Stark’s conscience “left
him defenseless in a roving world o f his own making.”54
The Role and Use o f Tradition
The readings o f Night Rider and All the King’s Men point to the important role
that tradition plays in Warren’s vision o f politics. Louis Rubin has suggested that All
the King’s Men in particular reflects the tension between the “needs and claims o f
modem democracy and the role and use o f law, tradition, and leadership.”55 At one
level, the stories o f Percy Munn and Willie Stark suggest that, with regard to political
reform, gradualism is the only sustainable method of change. In W arren’s fictive world,
the repudiation of traditional codes o f conduct in the name o f a higher end ultimately
leads to the “loss o f one’s moral bearings and the self-repeal o f one’s efforts.”56 Reform
must take place within the framework o f society’s tradition, consistent with the rules o f
conduct that evolved from a community’s experience, embody its shared values, and
have been found valuable in guiding its behavior.57

54Casper. The Dark and Bloody Ground. 120.
55Louis D. Rubin, Jr., The Faraway Country. 112.
56John Burt, Robert Penn Warren and American Idealism. 129.
57See also L. Hugh Moore, Robert Penn Warren and History. 106-10.
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Traditional codes o f conduct do not spring full blown from the minds o f solitary
individuals; for Warren, the development o f tradition depends upon shared experience, a
sense o f place, and a sense o f the past. For this reason, Warren’s concern with tradition
is bound up with his understanding o f regionalism and, more specifically, with the
character o f the American South. While not attaching a “mystical significance” to
place,58 Warren did recognize that the South was different, that it had (at least for a
time) a different economy, social structure, political theory, and sense o f history.
Warren never believed in a Southern “golden age,” but, like William Faulkner and
Katherine Anne Porter, Warren understood himself to be “repudiating the romance of
the past” while at the same time trying to preserve and reinvigorate what was most
valuable in that tradition.59 Without idealizing the Old South, Warren noted that there
once existed a distinctive and valuable “vision of human possibility” that was generally
accepted and “sometimes, by some individuals, acted upon.”60 The fact that the vision
was imperfectly realized is o f little consequence, for it merely points out the weakness
o f the human will and imagination: from one perspective, human history is always “the
record o f man’s failure to realize his fine ideals.”61

58“An Interview with Eleanor Clark and Robert Penn Warren,” in Talking with Robert Penn
Warren. 329.
59Robert Penn Warren, “Uncorrupted Consciousness: The Stories of Katherine Anne Porter,”
Yale Review 55 (1966): 281-84. See also Warren’s introduction to Katherine Anne Porter: A Collection
o f Critical Essays, ed. Robert Penn Warren (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1979); Monroe
K. Spears, “The Critics Who Made Us: Robert Penn Warren,” Sewanee Review 94 (1986): 106-7.
60Robert Penn Warren, “Faulkner, the South, the Negro and Time,” 257. The “old order, even
with its bad conscience and confusion o f mind, cherished the concept o f justice even as is failed to live up
to its ideal.” Robert Penn Warren, “William Faulkner and His South,” 6.
6'Robert Penn Warren, “Faulkner, the South, the Negro and Time,” 257.
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Warren did not describe in detail this Southern “vision o f human possibility.” It
is accurate to say, though, that Warren, like his fellow Agrarians, would sometimes
describe the Southern tradition in terms of ethical ideals or traits but at other times in
terms of the social, political, or economic institutions that allowed those traits to
flourish. By the time o f the Fugitives’ Reunion in 1956, however, it was clear that
Warren’s agrarianism had “transcended regional boundaries.”62 He explained that his
reason for joining I’ll Take Mv Stand had been to protest the dehumanizing effect that
modernity had had on the individual; the regional pieties were relatively less
important.63 Warren had also made this point in a 1951 lecture on Faulkner, in which he
endorsed Faulkner’s view that the forces of modemism-industrialization, urbanization,
finance capitalism, mass media, centralized government, and modem ideologies-were
all destroying “the Southern traditional life.”64 He then continued:
But granting all this, I should put the emphasis not in terms of South and
North, but in terms o f issues common to our modem world. The
Faulkner legend is not merely a legend of the South but o f the general
plight and problem. The modem world is in moral confusion. It does
suffer from a lack o f discipline, o f sanctions, o f community, of values, of
a sense of m ission.. . . It can look back nostalgically upon various
worlds o f the past: Dante’s world o f the Catholic synthesis,
Shakespeare’s world o f Renaissance energy, or the world o f our
grandfathers who lived before Shiloh and Gettysburg, and feel loss o f
traditional values and despair in its own aimlessness and fragmentation.65

62Hugh Ruppersburg, Robert Penn Warren and the American Imagination (Athens: University of
Georgia Press, 1990), 35.
63“Fugitives’ Reunion,” in Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 19-21.
^ “William Faulkner and His South,” 6.
65Ibid.
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The Southern tradition is, in this view, a particular manifestation o f the larger Western
tradition and is distinguished mainly by the personalities of its actors and its proximity
in time.
As we have seen, Warren believed that man needed traditional codes o f conduct
in order to flourish, for when man is freed from institutional or moral restraints, he preys
upon his fellows.66 Traditional codes o f conduct emerge and evolve out o f the shared
experiences o f a community, and the one community about which Warren knew enough
to write was the American South. In Warren’s mind, the Southern tradition was not tied
to a particular economic model or social structure; the ethical ideals it embodied could
be reinterpreted in the modem age. The Old South was one o f many “older worlds” in
Western history to which modem man could look for guidance in recovering a sense of
individual responsibility, community, and m an’s relation to nature.67
The recovery o f a proper sense of tradition is one of the themes o f All the King’s
Men. Warren presents Willie Stark’s rejection o f traditional codes of conduct as
untenable. As we have already seen, Warren did not believe that the individual was
capable o f developing his own moral code without reference to tradition. Forgetting
history, one is thrown back upon the meager resources o f “one’s own tainted heart.”68
Not even Willie Stark was able to overcome this difficulty, and his attempt to “make up

66Moore, Robert Penn Warren and History. 106.
67This set o f beliefs and traits served as a rebuke to a “morally confused” modem world in which
“self-interest, workableness, [and] success” provide the standards o f conduct and in which an uncritical
acceptance of technology and centralization (both political and economic) reduced the individual to a
cipher. Robert Penn Warren, “William Faulkner and His South,” 5.
68L. Hugh Moore, Robert Penn Warren and History. 114.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

174
the good as you go along” ended in failure. Furthermore, Warren did not believe that
the radical reformer could retain control over the movement once it had begun. The
rejection of traditional principles and codes unleashed other tendencies toward disorder.
Willie Stark was not, however, the only enemy o f the traditional South in All the
King’s Men: one must also confront the shadowy figure o f Gilbert Mastem. Although
the young Jack Burden could not understand Cass Mastem, he believed he understood
Cass’s “strong-made and florid” brother (197) who had made a fortune in the Old
Southwest. Perhaps Gilbert M astem did not get his start by cutting the throat o f a rich
traveler, as Jack speculated, but he did ride into Mississippi and build a plantation.
Gilbert Mastem lost that fortune in the Civil War, but “with all o f his experience and
cunning and hardness” (195), he made another and greater fortune in the New South as a
“builder of railroads [and] a sitter on boards o f directors” (193). The dominant image of
Gilbert is that o f a man bent on acquiring power and wealth. Even when Gilbert sent
Cass to college to study classical history and literature, he did so because classics “in
small doses . . . went well with politics or the law.”69 When he died in 1914, Gilbert
M astem left his fortune to his grandson. Upon discovering the Cass Mastem journals,
the grandson contacted his distant cousin (and history student), Jack Burden, in order to

69AH the King’s Men. 198. Cass’s journal recorded that Gilbert came to Cass’s house one night
and found him at his books. Gilbert walked to the table, “stretched out his arm and tapped the open book
with his riding crop. ‘You might make something out o f that’” (197). The gesture, as Jack imagined it,
was “not quite contemptuous” (197). Gilbert Mastem’s extreme “practicality” was also evident in his
thoughts on the Civil War. In a letter to Cass, Gilbert opposed secession only because the South lacked
the infrastructure and military power to win. It is better to “temporize now and . . . prepare . . . to strike a
blow” (222-23). Upon hearing Jefferson Davis’s defense o f constitutional principle and his hopes for
peace, Gilbert was exasperated: what he wanted “was not a good man but a man who can win, and I am
not interested in the luxury o f Mr. Davis’s conscience” (224).
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determine whether Cass’s papers would be o f any “financial interest” to libraries or
museums (193).
In one sense, the Burden’s Landing elite were also the heirs of Gilbert Mastem.
The traditional southern society was in an advanced state o f decay by the time o f the
action in All the King’s Men, regardless o f whether one categorizes this loosely defined
tradition in terms of its ethical ideals or its political and economic aspect, or in terms of
its regionalism or its connection to Western civilization. As in Faulkner, the
descendants of the old order are “incompetent”: “The ordinary situation is to find the
descendent o f the old order contributing, actively or passively, to his own ruin and
degradation. He is not merely a victim, and he frequently misunderstands his own
tradition.”70 With notable exceptions, the older ethic o f duty and honor had been
supplanted by Gilbert Mastem’s materialism but without the vigor. Jack immerses
himself in Willie Stark’s machine in order to escape the “purposeless and ambitionless
vacuum o f diversion and unreality” of Burden’s Landing.71 In rejecting the decadent
Burden’s Landing elite, Jack fails to distinguish between their values and the values o f
the older tradition.
In reassessing his relationship with Anne, Jack accepted the principle that the
past and the present are intertwined: in order to act in the present, he must understand
and “accept the past and its burden,” and he could “keep the past only by having the

70Robert Penn Warren, “William Faulkner and His South,” 5. Put differently, All the King’s
Men cannot be read as a fable of “antique virtue beset by little and corrupt men” like Willie Stark. Ibid.
71See Rubin, The Faraway Country. 105, 123.
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future” (375). Only through a better understanding o f Hugh Miller and Judge Irwin
does Jack come to apply that idea to political life.72 These two men are able to follow
Warren’s principle o f translating the traditional values into the situation at present.
Warren seems to have presented a parallel situation when he discussed the
Mastem brothers’ treatment o f their slaves (220). As part o f his mission to do penance
for his misconduct in Kentucky, Cass becomes determined to free his slaves and operate
his plantation on a wage basis. As Gilbert had predicted, the project was an economic
failure and may have left some of the slaves in worse condition than slavery. (Some o f
the freedmen were whipped and killed by overseers on neighboring plantations.)
Gilbert had urged Cass to send his former slaves out o f the country (or at least out o f the
South) and preach Abolition to his neighbors. When Cass finally put them on a boat to
the North, his spirit remained “troubled”:
I knew that the Negroes were passing from one misery to another, and
that the hopes they now carried would be blighted.. . . I had not flattered
myself that I had done anything for them. What I had done I had done
for myself, to relieve my spirit o f a burden, the burden of their misery
and their eyes upon me (221).
Cass rented his valuable land out as pasture, lest it be worked by slave labor. Gilbert
Mastem, on the other hand, accepted that the slave system was there to stay. Cass
implies that Gilbert treated his slaves responsibly, for he could “in the midst o f evil
retain enough of innocence and strength to bear their eyes upon him and to do a little
justice in the terms of the great injustice” (222).

^O n Judge Irwin’s example, see Rubin, “All the King’s Meanings,” 234. On Hugh Miller’s
example, see Moore, Robert Penn Warren and History. 124.
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At the very end o f the novel, Jack notes the irony in the fact that he sits in the
house that Judge Irwin bought with tainted money while finishing his book on Cass
Mastem. Judge Irwin and Cass Mastem “do not resemble each other very closely,” Jack
says, adding that Irwin was more like the “granite-headed” Gilbert Mastem.73 The
resemblance is not readily apparent. Judge Irwin still believed in duty and truth and
honor, while the same does not appear hue o f Gilbert Mastem. It is hard to imagine
Gilbert Mastem taking his own life upon being reminded o f a tem ble error in judgment.
What Warren seems to be saying is that Irwin did not shrink from the fact that “the
world has changed” (149) and that Irwin retained enough strength and innocence to act
in spite o f his misgivings about Willie Stark. Irwin explained to Jack, “I can’t say I
approve o f Stark, but I’m not like most o f our friends down the Row. I can respect a
m a n . . . . He was breaking the windowpanes out and letting in a little fresh air (415).
But he disapproved o f Stark’s methods and worried that Stark was in danger o f losing
whatever gains he had made. When Irwin, like Hugh Miller before him, was no longer
able to work with Stark, he stepped aside. “[Pjolitics is always a matter o f choices, and
a man doesn’t set up the choices himself. And there is always a price to make a choice”
(415). The price is seeing ideals realized only imperfectly, and the strength Warren
admired consists of accepting that reality and persevering in spite o f it.

73A11 the King’s Men. 530. The character who most closely resembles Cass Mastem is Ellis
Burden, who could not bear the fact that his wife loved Judge Irwin and escaped from Burden’s Landing.
He spent the rest o f his life as a missionary (as Cass was urged to do). In the end, Jack feels sorry for
what he believes is his father’s weakness and lingering anger for renouncing his duties to his immediate
family in order to serve strangers.
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C h a p t e r six
W a r r e n ’ s A m e r ic a n V is io n R e v is it e d

Jefferson and America
Brother to Dragons is, as we have seen, central to understanding Robert Penn
Warren’s notion o f human nature. By the end o f the poem, the Thomas Jefferson
character realizes that “man must strive and achieve not in defiance but within the terms
o f the human condition.”1 Brother to Dragons is also notable as Warren’s first sustained
treatment o f American political thought. The political analogue to Jefferson’s idea o f
human perfectibility, Warren argued, was a belief in enlightened America’s
“righteousness in action and purity in motive.”2 If the murder by his nephews did not
profoundly shake Jefferson, Warren noted, then “subsequent events in the history of our
nation, which he helped to found, might amply supply the defect.”3 Warren gave
Jefferson not only a new idea o f human nature but also a new understanding of
America’s historical role.4
Warren conveyed this statement on America through images of the American
West and the relationship between Thomas Jefferson and his kinsman Meriwether
Lewis. As Warren knew, the historical Jefferson prized the West because, as William

*James Justus, The Achievement of Robert Penn Warren (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1981), 66.
2Robert Penn Warren, “Foreword,” Brother to Dragons: A Play in Two Acts. Georgia Review 30
(Spring 1976): 66.
3Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices: A New Version (New York: Random House,
1979), xii.
4Robert Penn Warren, “Foreword” to Brother to Dragons: A Play in Two Acts. 67.

178

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

179

Bedford Clark put it, the American frontier was “the setting for the physical realization
of [Jefferson’s] democratic scheme for a republic o f yeoman farmers.”s Warren
presented this vision o f the West very early in the poem: recalling how he had sent
Meriwether Lewis on his journey, Jefferson said:
Beyond affection and farewell glaze o f tears, I saw
My West-the land I bought and gave and never
Saw, but like the Israelite,
From some high pass or crazy crag o f mind, saw Saw a l l . . . .
It was great Canaan’s grander counterfeit (10).
Jefferson could not enter his promised land but he resolved that one o f his “own blood”
would claim and chart the land (9). Jefferson’s affection for Meriwether Lewis is, in
part, a natural and almost paternal love.6 But more importantly, Jefferson loved
Meriwether Lewis as a symbol, as a herald o f civilization and a “light-bringer”7 who
would “redeem the wild land” (27). Meriwether was to Jefferson
. . . an image of
The straight-backed and level-eyed men to come,
Worthy of the gleaming miles o f our distance (84).
Meriwether accepted his burden as redeemer; he knew the Jeffersonian dream and
sought to live it (9, 109, 114). But after returning to St. Louis and life among “civil
men,” Meriwether discovered that the Jeffersonian optimism was an illusion and that

sWilliam Bedford Clark, “‘Canaan’s Grander Counterfeit’: Jefferson and America in Brother to
Dragons.” in Grimshaw, Robert Penn Warren’s “Brother to Dragons”: A Discussion. 149.
6When Lewis and Clark set out for the West, Jefferson kissed Meriwether’s cheek and “‘Twas
then I gave name to the / Long-felt reality. I called you son.. . . ” (9-10).
7On the symbol o f the light-carrier,.see Victor Strandberg, “Robert Penn Warren and the
Classical Tradition.” Mississippi Quarterly 48 (Winter 1994-1995), 21.
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the west had not, in fact, been settled by the “straight-backed and level-eyed men”
(113). He was unable to abide the baseness, misery, greed, and disloyalty that
constituted so much o f human life. Meriwether despaired to learn “the tracklessness o f
the human heart” (114) and, in the end, took his own life.
R.P.W. also rebukes Thomas Jefferson with an account of “the corruption of the
American dream” in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.8 Early in the poem, R.P.W.
taunted Jefferson with his own version of pioneering in the 1790s when “grab” was the
watchword and greed the motive o f westward expansion (13). R.P.W.’s description o f
Smithland in the 1940s also stands in contrast to Jefferson’s idyllic promised land and
Meriwether Lewis’s pastoral wilderness. Smithland’s movie theaters, gas stations,
abandoned mills, stripped land, and drunks “stand as burlesques o f Jefferson’s sense o f
national destiny.”9 Because he was blind to the human potential for sin and error,
Jefferson’s philosophy of human perfectibility “left the nation vulnerable to its own
corrupt nature.” 10
Warren’s Jefferson gradually came to believe that the Enlightenment project was
badly flawed and that America had suffered under the delusion of man’s natural
innocence. In the years after the murder, Jefferson tried in vain to “cling more sternly to
the rational hope” or at least to convince himself that it was “merely a personal anguish”

o

Ruppersburg, Robert Penn Warren and the American Imagination. 44.

9CIark, ‘“Canaan’s Grander Counterfeit: Jefferson and America in Brother to Dragons.” 150.
See also Strandberg, “Theme and Metaphor in Brother to Dragons.” 92; and Ruppersburg, Robert Penn
Warren and the American Imagination. 54.
I0Ibid„ 44-45.
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that did not call into question larger issues o f philosophy or the American mission (8485). And in old age, he publicly adhered to his older definition o f man
Because I had no right to rob
Man o f what hope he had. And what’s
One more lie in the tissue o f lies we live by? (85).
But privately, Jefferson came to realize the symbolic implications o f the murder for
American history.11 Warren’s Jefferson, outside o f time, would remark that
. . . as history divulged itself,
I saw how the episode in the meat-house
Would bloom in Time (85).
Jefferson came to believe that the popular myths o f progress and natural innocence were
hollow and potentially dangerous. There was “ample documentation,” Jefferson said, to
refute the myth o f unqualified virtue: the slave trade, the Cherokee Trail o f Tears, labor
unrest, and the slaughter o f the Civil War, especially insofar as Northern “vanity, greed,
and blood-lust” freely coupled with the “moral ardor and crusade” o f Abolitionism (8586). But these problems, Jefferson said, have gone unacknowledged: just as Lilbume
Lewis was able to sleep peacefully after the murder, so too has America been able to put
evil out o f mind (94). Jefferson remarked bitterly that “sleep is easy over the starlit
continent I once loved,” and such sleep is possible only if you “can no longer hear the

1'Like their kinsman Meriwether, Lilbume and Isham Lewis were “light-bringers” and “entered
the wilderness as heralds o f civilization” (xiii). After Lucy Jefferson Lewis had died (a year before the
murder), Thomas Jefferson, having no son of his own and with Meriwether already dead, looked to his
nephews as redeemers of the wild land. Dreaming o f his “larger hope” for America, Jefferson recalled
how his sister had
. . . left her sons, and I said that they, far away,
By swale or inimical forest,
Would fulfill her, and my heart.
You know the rest (85).
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scream from the meat-house” (86). By the end o f the poem, though, Jefferson is less
damning than in this passage. His final position is that the recognition of human evil
need not lead to paralysis and that (as was said in another context) “men accommodate /
The heart to the horror,” and the world’s work goes on (95). After Meriwether and Lucy
Lewis convince him that a more modest dream o f human potential remains, Jefferson
responds:
I think I know what you would say to me.
One day I wrote to Adams, in our age-so long agoTo Adams my old enemy and friend, that gnarled greatness.
I wrote and said
That the dream o f the future is better than
The dream o f the past.
How could I hope to find courage to say
That without the fact o f the past, no matter
How terrible, we cannot dream the future? (118)
Meriwether Lewis and Jefferson agree that a better and nobler future awaits America,
even though the dream o f the future must be “Forged beneath the hammer of truth / On
the anvil o f our anguish” (118).
After Brother to Dragons was first published in 1953, Warren continued to write
extensively on political questions for the next thirty years.12 The overarching themes
remain the same, but there are two important differences: first, Warren’s primary mode
o f expression was the essay instead o f the novel or poem and, second, these essays were

1"In
1 his comprehensive survey of Warren’s writings, James Justus noted a certain “thinness” of
Warren’s novels after World Enough and Time (1950) and traces the weakness o f the later writings to
Warren’s “decreasing interest in political man.” James Justus, The Achievement of Robert Penn Warren.
161. While it is true that Warren’s later novels are less concerned with political matters than with private
concerns, it does not follow that Warren lost interest in political questions.
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topical and firmly grounded in American political thought and experience. Warren’s
writings during this period engaged issues surrounding the Civil War centennial, the
civil rights struggle, the American bicentennial, the fiftieth anniversary o f I’ll Take Mv
Stand and the economic and regional issues surrounding Agrarianism. At each point
late in his career Warren built upon and developed the notions o f human nature,
statesmanship, and other ideas found in his earlier writings.
The South. Legalism, and the Problem o f Race
The centennial o f the Civil War provided Warren a remarkable opportunity for
reflection on the meaning o f that event for American history. The most striking fact
about Warren’s Legacy o f the Civil War is his frank criticism of Southern political
thought and leadership. Although Warren insisted that he was a loyal critic “from the
inside”13 who sought to preserve in a modem context what was valuable in the Southern
tradition, some o f Warren’s old Agrarian allies were displeased. Richard Weaver,
alluding to the Agrarian symposium, I’ll Take Mv Stand, entitled his review o f Warren’s
book “The Altered Stand.”14 Weaver accused W arren o f understating the deep and
persistent cultural divisions between North and South and o f complacently accepting the
products o f “modernity” and the “superficialities o f modem liberalism.” 15 Weaver
specifically objected to Warren’s argument that, first, Southern political leaders before

I3Robert Penn Warren, The Legacy o f the Civil War (New York: Random House, 1961), 35.
14National Review, vol. 10 (June 17, 1961): 389-90. For Weaver’s view of the South, see The
Southern Tradition at Bay: A History of Postbellum Thought (New Rochelle, New York: Arlington
House, 1968), which was written as a doctoral dissertation under Cleanth Brooks at Louisiana State
University in 1943.
I5Weaver, “The Altered Stand,” 389.
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1865 were caught in a stifling “legalism” which turned all questions o f right or justice
into constitutional disputation and precluded the kind o f change necessary for a society
to flourish; and, second, that Southern political leaders after the war were trapped by
nostalgic longing which prevented them from realistically facing the South’s social and
economic problems.16
The Old South constitutionalists, Warren argued, were undone by a “legalistic
and deductive bias o f mind” which did not allow for social reform based on the
“inductive scrutiny o f fact.” 17 Any instinctive aversion to the slave system was
irrelevant in light o f the sanction o f the system by nature, scripture, and the
Constitution. Against George Fitzhugh, Thomas Roderick Dew, and other proponents
o f the legalistic view, Warren would point to Robert E. Lee, whose inner moral
struggles with slavery made him a “unionist-emancipationist” before Virginia’s
secession or to Thomas Jefferson, who fully accepted the tension between his personal
commitment to the slave system and his simultaneous moral repugnance to slavery.18
Jefferson was, perhaps, Warren’s ideal o f the loyal critic of the South, for Jefferson

I6Another heterodox view espoused by Warren was that, among the many causes o f the Civil
War, “slavery looms up mountainously and cannot be talked away” by concentrating on other cultural,
social, or economic causes. Leeacv o f the Civil War. 7.
17

Ibid., 38, 34. Warren assumed that this way of thinking was developed in order to justify
slavery and the closed society upon which it was based. Ibid., 38-39.
18Ibid., 14-15. Warren argued that after the 1831 slavery debates in the Virginia legislature,
public discussion came to an end: “It does not matter whether the end came from panic at the Nat Turner
insurrection, from resentment at the attacks of the Abolitionists, or from the new profits to be had from the
slave system. The sad fact was that the possibility of criticism-criticism from the inside-was over. There
could be no new Jefferson, the type o f critic whose mind, to take the words o f Stanley Elkins, ‘operated
under the balanced tensions created not only by a repugnance to the system but also by a commitment to
it.1 This kind o f informed and morally based self-criticism, which could aim at practical solutions, was
gone.” Ibid., 35-36.
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offered an “informed and morally based self-criticism which could aim at practical
solutions.” 19 The Fitzhughs and Dews, however, were the dominant type in the Old
South.
The South o f the mid-nineteenth century repudiated its critics, not only the ones
who advocated compromise in racial matters but also, Warren emphasized, in political
or constitutional matters. Warren considered Jefferson Davis the clearest example o f
this devotion to abstract constitutional principles. Although he had served in the United
States Senate and was elected President of the Confederate States o f America, Davis
had not learned and would never learn
the game of politics . . . : the deal; the nature of combinations; easy
fellowship; compromise; the slipperiness o f logic; humor; patience;
generosity; the ready smile. His weapon was forged of his learning, his
devotion to principle, his frigid dignity, his reputation for heroism and
honor, and, most o f all, his logic-cold, abstract, and sometimes inhuman.
He would have been incapable o f grasping what Justice Oliver Wendell
Holmes had in mind, when, years later, he said, “The life o f the law has
not been logic: it has been experience.” And the incapacity of grasping
such an idea was the tragic flaw in the midst o f the hero’s multitudinous
endowments.20
Typical o f Warren’s criticism was his description o f Davis’s The Rise and Fall o f the
Confederate Government (1881) as “a work primarily o f legalistic and constitutional
apologetics, and not at all the narrative that the title promised and the world expected.
Abstract concerns had swallowed the tragic drama.”21 To Davis, John C. Calhoun, and

I9lbid.
20

Jefferson Davis Gets His Citizenship Back fLexington: The University Press o f Kentucky,

1980), 47.
2'ibid., 90.
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many other southerners, the Constitution was, Warren sarcastically said, equal in esteem
to “the tablets that Moses delivered from Sinai”; Lincoln, on the other hand, regarded
the Constitution as an evolving or living document.22 Warren suggested that the South’s
embrace o f older values and her adherence to “abstract, fixed principles” doomed her to
defeat against the more realistic, pragmatic North. While Lincoln could centralize the
government and ruthlessly suppress dissent and then justify his actions by saying he
needed to violate the Constitution in order to save it, the leaders of the C.S.A. insisted
upon protecting the rights of individuals and states during war-time as they would have
in times o f peace.23 Referring specifically to the states’ ability to withhold men and
supplies from the war effort, Warren endorsed the view that “the epitaph on the
tombstone o f the incipient nation should have read ‘Died o f State Rights.’”24
But in defeat, “the South” was bom. Warren believed that only after the Civil
War did southerners begin to develop a “mystique of prideful ‘difference,’ identity, and
defensiveness.”25 Losing the war and suffering through Reconstruction became the
South’s “Great Alibi” whereby cultural, educational, economic and even racial problems
were explained and condoned. Many southerners believed the South’s racial problems
were historically determined by a natural hierarchy of races, by a climate suited for a
“ Ibid., 62.
2jIbid., 62-63; Legacy o f the Civil War. 36-39.
24Jefferson Davis Gets His Citizenship Back. 56. As Warren put it elsewhere, the Southern
legalistic “habit of mind that had worked to precipitate the War, now worked, with equal efficacy, to lose
it.” Legacy of the Civil War. 36-39.
55

Ibid., 14. In other words, postbellum southerners had recourse to a mythic south no longer
beset by internal dissension, weakness in leadership, or errors in thinking which had plagued the living,
actual regime. Ibid.
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slave economy, or by New England slave traders.26 Too much intellectual energy was
expended, Warren argued, in showing why the segregation system was impregnable and
thus why the South’s racial problems were not a problem to be grappled with but a
divinely ordained fact to be accepted. Such a belief, he concluded, “rusts away the will
to confront [racial] difficulties, at either a practical or an ethical level.”27
Warren, on the other hand, addressed race relations often in his career. His first
public comment on race relations was “The Briar Patch,” his contribution to the 1930
Agrarian symposium I’ll Take Mv Stand.28 The essay is now universally condemned,29
and Warren him self disavowed it. But in the context o f social thought in the 1930s, the
piece was relatively moderate, and some o f Warren’s fellow Agrarians even considered
it dangerously progressive and wanted to keep it out o f the book.30 By reconsidering
“The Briar Patch,” we may be better able to understand Warren’s later position.
Early in the “The Briar Patch,” Warren distanced himself from those Southerners
who cherished the image o f the ignorant but content slave on plantation and preferred to

26Ibid„ 55.
27Ibid., 58. For example, in his essay on Segregation: The Inner Conflict in the South. Warren
reported the remarks o f a man who said he felt trapped by history and by “the hate hung on us by the old
folks dead and gone.” Segregation. 62.
28“The Briar Patch,” in Twelve Southerners, I’ll Take Mv Stand: The South and the Agrarian
Tradition (New York: Harper, 1930; reprint, Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1977), 24664. For an account o f the events leading to the symposium and of the book itself, see Paul K. Conkin,
The Southern Agrarians (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press. 1988), 32-88.
29See James Justus. The Achievement of Robert Penn Warren. 138-42. Cf. Hugh Ruppersburg,
Robert Penn Warren and the American Imagination. 30: “The reactionary elements are apparent enough,
but they are not so strong as the essay’s reputation would suggest.”
30See Conkin, The Southern Agrarians. 72.
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“keep the negroes forever as a dead and inarticulate mass in the commonwealth—as
hewers o f wood and drawers o f water.”31 Warren insisted that the black race needed to
find a place in Southern society and that the welfare o f the South depended on the
education o f black men. The education Warren had in mind for most blacks (and for
poor whites as well) was primarily vocational.32 What the black community needed
most urgently in 1930, Warren argued, was a viable middle and working class capable
of profiting from the expertise of an already-existing class o f black professionals.
Without an economically diverse black community, educated blacks would move north
to seek better opportunities and greater equality.33 But what kind o f equality did the
black professional desire, Warren asked?34 If he hoped merely that the members o f his
race would be able to compensate him at a level commensurate with his abilities, then a
practical solution was available. If, on the other hand, the black professional desired
that the ordinary white would rather trade with him than seek out the services of a white
professional with inferior credentials, this hope was delusory. The problem o f social
inequality and ingrained prejudice was, to say the least, not going to be solved in the
South in 1930. While it would be possible for the black community to have restaurants

3‘“The Briar Patch,” 248.
32Quoting Booker T. Washington, Warren argued that the ordinary black man must become “a
competent workman or artisan and a decent citizen.” Ibid., 249. >
33When the black middle class emigrates, Warren continued, the less fortunate black is deprived
of good models and leadership. Moreover, the emigrant forfeits his ability to lead Southern blacks
because he “loses his comprehension o f the actual situation.” In other words, the “distance simplifies the
scene” of which the black professional was once a part, and his efforts to solve racial problems in the
South “are transferred into a realm o f abstractions.” Ibid., 251.
34Warren tried to distinguish between kinds o f equality: equality before the law, equality in the
political process, and the “more subtle and confused” questions of social equality. Ibid., 252.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

189

or hotels, for example, comparable to those found in white society, Warren argued that
an integrated society in which blacks had the right to eat in the same restaurant or lodge
in the same hotel was unthinkable.35 In short, Warren professed good will toward the
back race, accepted the inevitability o f segregation and racial prejudice, and suggested
that advocates o f black progress abandon doctrinaire and radical programs and instead
search for practical ways to encourage a separate, independent, and viable black
community that could provide for the needs o f its members.
Warren next addressed the question of whether the economic independence of
the black community was tied to industrialization. Warren recognized, o f course, that a
more highly developed system of markets would benefit the black artisan: in the open
market, a brick or cotton bale “tells no tales . . . concerning its origin.”36 But Warren’s
primary purpose was to point out some of the problems in relying too heavily on
industrialization as a cure.37 The most obvious problem, Warren said, was that northern
industrialists were coming south to profit from cheap and unorganized labor of both
poor whites and blacks. Where factories employ white labor only, black workers are
useful only as potential scabs, as “a tacit threat against the demands which white labor
may later make o f the factory owner.”38 Where factories hire both black and white
3SIbid., 254.
36Ibid., 264.
37Like several other Agrarians, Warren made explicit his acceptance o f limited industrialization
in the South: “Possibly industrialism in the South can make some contribution to the negro’s development,
just as to the development of the section, but it will do so only if it grows under discipline and is absorbed
into the terms of the life it meets. It must enter in the role o f citizen and not of the conqueror-not even in
the role of the beneficent conqueror.” Ibid., 255-56.
38Ibid., 256, 263.
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laborers, the factory owners benefit from the unorganized labor. Stronger labor unions
were desirable but needed to be biracial in order to be effective; as Warren argued, “the
fates o f the ‘poor white’ and the negro are linked in a single tether.”39 Out o f economic
self-interest, if for no other reason, poor whites needed to overcome their individualistic
distrust o f organized labor and their inarticulate resentment against blacks. Warren’s
appeal to white southerners went beyond self-interest, though. The white laborer must
learn, Warren wrote, that “if he fails to concede the negro equal protection, he does not
properly respect himself as a man.”40
The need for co-operation and organized labor notwithstanding, agriculture
should remain the primary economic force for black independence, Warren concluded.
Moreover, the black person in the South has always lived on the farm or in small towns,
and he “belongs” in this rural setting
. . . by temperament and capacity; there he has less the character o f a
“problem” and more the status o f a human being who is likely to find in
agricultural and domestic pursuits the happiness that his good nature and
easy ways incline him to as an ordinary function o f his being.41
In short, Warren appealed to white Southerners to “find a place for the negro” in plans
for an Agrarian economy and ensure that black men receive instruction and assistance in

39Ibid„ 259.
40Ibid., 260.
4lIbid., 260-61. Although this passage reveals a genteel and paternalistic racism, one must
remember that a considerable part o f I’ll Take Mv Stand is devoted to arguing that the temperament,
capacities, and easy ways of the Southern white also incline him toward a traditional, agrarian society.
The more important aspect o f this passage is the dichotomy between the black as a mere “problem” to be
manipulated by industrial planners or as a human being. Warren treads carefully in this formulation,
“more the status o f a human being.” After 1930, Warren would argue that the very notion o f segregation
entailed something less than the full recognition o f the black man’s humanity.
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agriculture or some other vocation and that black farmers, artisans, and laborers receive
equal consideration in any cooperative or protective association.42 Although the selfrespecting white wishes the black race well, he still insists that this humane and
productive agrarian society remain separate: “Let the negro sit beneath his own vine and
fig tree.”43
“The Briar Patch” has not aged well. In his introduction to the 1962 reprint o f
I’ll Take Mv Stand. Louis Rubin remarked that Warren’s essay was simply “outmoded”
and for most educated Southerners in the 1960s, the “attitudes o f 1930 will not suffice at
all.”44 In fact, Warren claimed that he had lost faith in his argument when he returned
from England to Tennessee in the mid-1930s. When he wrote the essay, he had been
out o f the South for almost five years, and his overriding image o f the South, including
its segregated social system, was one o f “massive immobility.”45 In “The Briar Patch,”
he had merely hoped to emphasize the equal aspect of the “separate but equal” doctrine,
but Warren grew disillusioned when he discovered that racial equality was not taken
seriously, either in the North or in the South.46 Looking back on his earlier position,
Warren wrote that “The Briar Patch” was naive and “perfectly legalistic,”47

42Ibid., 263.
43Ibid„ 264.
44Louis D. Rubin, Jr., “Introduction,” I’ll Take Mv Stand: The South and the Agrarian Tradition
(reprint; New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1962), xxviii.
4SRobert Penn Warren, Who Speaks for the Negro? (New York: Random House, 1965), 12.
46“A Conversation with Robert Penn Warren,” an interview by Tom Vitale, in Talking with
Robert Penn Warren. 393.
47Ibid„ 392.
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a cogent and humane defense o f segregation-segregation conceived o f
with full legal protection for the Negro, equal educational facilities, equal
economic opportunities, equal pay for equal work. The essay envisaged
segregation in what I presumed to be its most human dimension. . . .
Yes, the essay was very humane, self-consciously humane; and that selfconsciousness indicated an awareness that in the real world I was trying
to write about, there existed a segregation that was not humane.48
By the mid-193 Os, then, Warren had abandoned hope for a just system of segregation
while not foreseeing any signs o f practical change. Warren would later note that
historical events paved the way for integration. He cited integration o f the armed forces
in World War II, the Democratic Party’s civil rights plank in 1948 (and the Dixiecrat
revolt), the growing importance o f commerce in the South, and the Supreme Court’s
intervention in Brown v. Board o f Education. Warren also attached great importance to
the New Deal in overcoming the South’s inertia. The Great Depression, Warren
explained, was a “crisis which demanded action.. . . [Y]ou had to reorder society, and
this meant you had to reorder all sorts o f relationships. The fact that you thought things
could be reordered opened the whole [race] question, psychologically.”49 At any rate, by
the mid-1950s America was in a position to restructure its social system, and Warren
stepped in to examine the delicate problems associated with desegregation.
In 1956 Warren published an essay entitled Segregation: The Inner Conflict in
the South.50 based largely on conversations and interviews with people he had met while

48Who Speaks for the Negro?. 11.
49

“Robert Penn Warren: An Interview,” by Marshall Walker, in Talking with Robert Penn
Warren. 159.
50For an overview o f Segregation, see William Bedford Clark, “Foreword,” to Segregation: The
Inner Conflict in the South (reprint; Athens, University of Georgia Press, 1994); and Christopher Metress,
“Fighting Battles One by One: Robert Penn Warren’s Segregation.” Southern Review, n.s., 32 (Winter
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traveling through the South. A considerable part o f the essay is devoted to answering
the question, “what does the Negro want?”51 Warren asked about the difference
between segregation and other social slights, the denial o f economic and social
opportunities, and the ever-present threat o f violence.52 He wanted to know their
thoughts on the process o f change: how and when will integration come to the South?53
Warren turned his attention more fully to the aspirations and opinions o f blacks in
America in his 1965 book, Who Speaks for the Negro?, a lengthy record o f interviews
with black leaders.54
But in Segregation. Warren’s principal concern was the “inner conflict” of white
southerners. Warren spent relatively little time describing what he called the cliches of
hate and ignorance and instead focused on a certain ambivalence toward segregation
and, in many cases, a “deep intellectual. . . [and] moral r u b ,. . . a deep exacerbation at
some failure to find identity.”55 He listed some o f the “lines of fracture” in the white
psyche, such as the division between a person’s
1996): 166-71.
51Segregation. 32.
52Ibid., 52, 33.
53Warren agreed with his interviewees that integration must come peacefully and quickly, but he
criticized northern journalists who goaded black leaders into making inflammatory remarks and unrealistic
demands. Ibid., 36-37. At the risk of being labeled an “Uncle Tom,” one black interviewee refused to
make bold and sweeping generalizations about the white community. The black leader would choose his
words carefully and responsibly because he (unlike the northern journalist) would still live in that
community after the story was no longer news. Ibid., 35-37. “We aren’t afraid, but we live here,” as the
interviewee put it. Ibid., 37.
54For an overview of Who Speaks for the Negro?, see Justus, The Achievement of Robert Penn
Warren. 145-48.
55Ibid„ 54.
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social idealism and his anger at Yankee Phariseeism. (Oh, yes, he
remembers that in the days when Federal bayonets supported the black
Reconstruction state governments in the South, not a single Negro held
elective office in any Northern state.) It may be between his social views
and his fear o f the power state. It may be between his social views and
his clan sense. It may be between his Christianity and his social
prejudice. It may be between his sense o f democracy and his ingrained
attitudes toward the Negro.. . . It may be, and disastrously, between his
sense o f the inevitable and his emotional need to act against the
inevitable.56
Warren compiled this list after conducting scores o f interviews with white southerners,
such as the college student who defended segregation as part o f his region’s tradition,
the educated and moderate lawyer who worried about local integrity, the paternalistic
planter concerned about the “character” o f his black workers, and the laborer who felt
trapped by history and “the hate hung on us by the old folks dead and gone.”57 Some of
these voices, Warren admitted, were “in my own blood.”58
Warren believed that the most important inner division was between the white
southerner’s Christian social ideals and his regional piety or “clan sense.”59 The South,
Warren emphasized, was still a land o f faith, and the religiously inspired sense o f justice
and sympathy offered the strongest impetus for integration and equal opportunity.60 O f

56Ibid„ 53-54.
57Ibid„ 62.
S8Ibid.
59At times, Warren mocked those who invoked the southern tradition, as when he noted how
certain southern virtues were applied in a contemporary context: “Laziness becomes the aesthetic sense,
blood lust rising from a matrix o f boredom and resentful misery becomes a high sense of honor, and
ignorance becomes divine revelation” Legacy o f the Civil War. 54-55. But in this passage from
Segregation. Warren insisted that he used “piety” without irony. Segregation. 32.
60Ibid„ 57-58.
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course, the intellectual recognition that desegregation was an ethical imperative was
often outweighed by the southern white’s emotional attachment to a prescribed way o f
life.61 One black professor whom Warren interviewed suggested that white opposition
to segregation did not stem so much from racial animosity as from a deep-seated
conservatism and profound aversion to change.62 Warren added that the desire to hold
on to traditional ways was growing more intense as the south entered the “new
anonymity' o f the modem world.”63 Having been “uprooted, driven from the land,. . .
befuddled by new opportunities, new ambitions, new obligations,” many white
southerners were looking for something to preserve, and segregation engaged them at a
more fundamental level than other social or political issues.64
While a healthy sense o f regional piety often existed in tension with a belief that
desegregation was a moral imperative—and Warren in 1956 would have presented
him self as a prime example o f this emotional split-it is also true that this Southern piety
often did exist without any accompanying moral unease about racial segregation.
Perhaps thinking of Donald Davidson and other Agrarians, Warren criticized “Southern
idealists” who believed that resistance to the civil rights movement might lead to a new
regional unity. Warren insisted that many o f these idealists were neither hateful nor
ignorant nor even totally committed to segregation. They merely hoped that the quest to

6’ibid., 58.
62Ibid., 32.
63Ibid.
^Ibid.
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retain segregation might be transformed into a large-scale political movement to
preserve individualism and the local autonomy of small republics against the anonymity
and dependence o f the modem state. Warren could not accept this desire “to be
Southern again: to recreate a habitation for the values they would preserve, to achieve in
unity some clarity o f spirit, to envisage some healed image o f their own identity.”65
This position is fraught with a paradox:
[In] seeking to preserve individualism by taking refuge in the vision o f a
South redeemed in unity and antique virtue, they are fleeing from the
burden o f their own individuality-the intellectual rub, the moral mb. To
state the matter in another way, by using the argument of mere social
continuity and the justification by mere mores, they think o f a world in
which circumstances and values are frozen; but the essence o f
individuality is the willingness to accept the mb which the flux of things
provokes, to accept one’s fate in time.66
Warren contended that the primary burden o f that time was racial justice, and it could
not be addressed in terms o f the beliefs and practices o f the Old South. The flaw in this
new Southern idealism became apparent when they “descend [ed] from the bright world
o f Idea” and tried to achieve a new Southern unity through specific actions and with real
persons.67 A considerable number o f segregationists whom Warren interviewed
despaired if they could not “purge certain elements” from the movement, especially the
“angry and ambitious and disoriented and dispossessed” to whom the demagogues were
appealing.68 But the leadership o f the resistance to the civil rights movement passed to

65Ibid., 55; italics in the original.
66Ibid.
67Ibid., 56.
^Ibid-
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those politicians who clung to the worst aspects o f the southern tradition and made
absurdities o f the virtues o f the Old South.69 The southern tradition W arren sought to
preserve was much different and focused on ideals and habits which needed to be re
interpreted and embodied in every age.
The North. “Higher Law.” and Moralistic Politics
One must keep in mind, though, that Warren’s Legacy o f the Civil War was
equally concerned with the Northern tradition of moralistic politics. Warren argued, as
he had in his biography o f John Brown, that the abolition of slavery was a moral
imperative but had to be resolved prudently like any other political matter.70 The radical
Abolitionists so closely associated their political agenda with the will o f God that they
could not tolerate argument, compromise, or delay. The practical effect o f a reliance on
“higher-law-ism” is a state o f near-anarchy, with each person convinced o f his rectitude
and denying the need o f persuasion in a democratic society; in the words o f abolitionist
Wendell Phillips, “one with God is always a majority.”71 Warren rejects outright this
practice o f “conscience without responsibility,” that is, o f making moral demands on

69Does the Southerner realize, Warren asked, that the supposedly patriotic resistance to
integration was making an “obscene parody o f the meaning o f his history”? These actions represent a
“debasement of his history, with all that was noble, courageous and justifying bleached out, drained away.
Does the man who, in the relative safety o f mob anonymity, stand howling vituperation at a little Negro
girl being conducted to a school building, feel himself at one with those gaunt, barefoot, whiskery
scarecrows who fought it out, breast to breast, to the death at the Bloody Angle at Spotsylvania, in May,
1864? Can the man howling in the mob imagine General R. E. Lee, C.S.A., shaking hands with Orval
Faubus?” Legacy o f the Civil War. 57.
70“The cause for which the Abolitionists labored was just. Who can deny that, or deny that often
they labored nobly? But who can fail to be disturbed and chastened by the picture o f the joyful mustering
of the darker forces o f our nature in that just cause?” Ibid., 23.
71Ibid., 18.
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society without an understanding of contexts and consequences.72 The more extreme
“higher law” men held their political opponents in such contempt that a contemporary
observer asked whether “the love ofm an meant the hatred o f men.”73 Warren quoted a
number o f abolitionists whose righteousness had grown “distempered”: it would be
“infinitely better that three hundred thousand slaveholders were abolished, struck out o f
existence,” than that slavery should continue (Reverend George B. Cheever); “every
slaveholder has forfeited his right to live” (William Lloyd Garrison); and if all the slaves
in America except one were killed, “the liberty o f that solitary negro . . . would be
cheaply purchased by the universal slaughter of his people and their oppressors” (James
Redpath). In public utterances such as these, Warren observed, it is often “difficult to
distinguish love o f liberty from lust for blood,” a statement which expresses well the
theme of his biography o f John Brown.74
In The Legacy o f the Civil War, however, Warren also considered less violent
forms o f moralistic politics. He found fault with politicians like Senator Charles
Sumner who saw his role in the Senate to declaim on the absolute and uncompromisable
principles o f politics. Warren insisted that political action requires scrutiny o f motive
and consequences, attention to particulars, and a recognition that persuasion and

72Ibid.
73Ibid., 22, quoting Cornelius C. Felton, an “eminent Harvard Latinist and friend o f Senator
Charles Sumner.”
74Ibid., 20-23. To be fair, Warren did praise certain Abolitionists who subjected their political
activism to criticism. Theodore Weld withdrew from political propagandizing because, in Weld’s words,
“he himself needed reforming.” And Julia Ward Howe declared, after visiting South Carolina in 1858,
that the “habitual sneer, denunciation, and malediction, which have become consecrated forms of piety in
speaking of the South,” were unjust.
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compromise wilL be necessary.75 He cited Max Weber’s distinction between an ethic o f
ultimate ends and an ethic o f responsibility. The former produces political actors who
exercise “conscience without responsibility” and would agree with the maxim, “The
Christian does rightly and leaves the results with the Lord”; the latter ethic, on the other
hand, requires one to “give an account of the foreseeable results o f one’s actions.”76
If abolitionists and other radicals were willing to risk destroying society in order
to make it perfect, other believers in the higher law simply withdrew from society
because it was imperfect. Warren had in mind Thoreau’s reference to “dirty
institutions” and Emerson’s lament that the “tail o f the serpent reaches into all the
lucrative professions and practices o f man.”77 Rather than debase the ideal by working
for piecemeal reform, idealists o f this type repudiated government, law, organized
religion, and other institutions in which corrupt human beings exercised power.78
In seeking an alternative to the destructive tendencies o f “idealism” or “higherlaw-ism,” as he occasionally called it, Warren looked to Abraham Lincoln as an
example o f statesmanship and principled pragmatism in action.79 Lincoln was guided
by principle and truly believed in a natural law, individual rights, self-government, and

75Ibid„ 31-33.
76Ibid., 31, 74-75. See also “The Use of the Past,” in New and Selected Essays. 35.
77Legacv o f the Civil War. 27.
78Ibid„ 27-29.
79

Warren relied heavily on the works of historians David Donald and T. Harry Williams, both
quoted in Legacy of the Civil War. See Donald, “Lincoln and the American Pragmatic Tradition,” in
Lincoln Reconsidered: Essays on the Civil War Era. 2d ed. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1966), 128-43;
Williams, “Abraham Lincoln: Pragmatic Democrat” (1959), in The Selected Essavs of T. Harry Williams
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1983), 63-80.
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constitutionalism, but Lincoln also believed that “few things in this world [are] wholly
good or wholly evil” and was deeply distrustful o f dogma and doctrinaire thinking.80
And more importantly, Lincoln did not view politics as a forum in which to put his own
ideas into practice. He separated his personal feelings or opinions from what he
regarded as his official duty.81 As Williams put it, Lincoln’s public utterances and
actions were tempered by empiricism and restrained by a strong sense o f what “was
politically possible . . . given the fact of human limitations.”82 Rather than govern
according to an ideological blueprint, Lincoln preferred to resolve particular conflicts as
they arose and to judge the correctness o f a course o f action by looking at its probable
results.83 As Warren knew, this pragmatic approach to politics is “laborious [and]
fumbling” and threatens to degenerate into mere expediency, but at its best,
philosophical pragmatism can produce statesmen like Lincoln who are “ ‘principled
without being fanatical, and flexible without being opportunistic.’”84

on

Williams, “Abraham Lincoln: Pragmatic Democrat,” 66.

8IDonald, “Lincoln and the American Pragmatic Tradition,” 135. In that same essay, Donald
stated that “no man more carefully distinguished between‘is’ and‘ought to be.’” Ibid., 133. This
sentence was quoted in Legacy of the Civil War. 17.
82Williams, “Abraham Lincoln: Pragmatic Democrat,” 65-66. See also Legacy o f the Civil War.
18. Donald argues, too, that Lincoln’s political pragmatism was “an expression of his tragic realization of
the limitations on human activity.” “Lincoln and the American Pragmatic Tradition,” 141-42.
83

Warren quoted Lincoln’s letter to Missouri governor Hamilton Gamble: “I concluded that it
was better to make a rule for the practical matter in hand . . . than to decide a general question . . . which,
while it might embrace the practical question mentioned, might also be the nest in which forty other
troublesome questions would be hatched.” Legacy of the Civil War. 17; and Donald, “Lincoln and the
American Pragmatic Tradition,” 136-37. On Lincoln’s attention to likely consequences o f actions, see T.
Harry Williams, “Lincoln and the Radicals: An Essay in Civil War History and Historiography,” in
Selected Essays. 43-62.
84Legacv o f the Civil War. 32, 18. Warren quoted Sidney Hook, “Abraham Lincoln, American
Pragmatist.” New Leader 40 (March 18, 1957), 16-18.
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After discussing Lincoln, Warren turned to another pragmatist, Oliver Wendell
Holmes, who was shaped by the Civil War and its conflict between higher law and
legalism. Holmes’s insight that “the life o f the law is not logic but experience”85
implied, among other things, that the law was not created by philosophers and should
not be rewritten to embody a particular doctrine. For that reason, Holmes said that he
“loathe[d]” the approach to law and politics exhibited by abolitionists, communists, and
temperance activists: “I detest a man who knows that he knows.”86 If law does not
embody the truth o f a doctrine, it does, however, reflect a kind o f truth defined in terms
o f the evolving common sense o f a people, the “felt necessities o f a time,” and a
society’s response to human needs and passions.87 Because law is the product of
experience, any legal system or code is constantly changing; even the United States
Constitution is “living” and experimental in the sense that no one can “envisage the
future contexts of applicability.”88 Having rejected both “higher-law-ism” and legalism,
Holmes attempted to re-establish the “right relation between intellect and society.”89

8501iver Wendell Holmes, The Common Law (Boston: Little Brown, 1881), I.
86“01iver Wendell Holmes, Jr.,” in Cleanth Brooks, R. W. B. Lewis, and Robert Penn Warren,
American Literature: The Makers and the Making, vol. 2 (New York: St. Martin’s, 1973), 1504, 1507.
Although the introduction to Holmes was unsigned, Warren wrote in a letter to Cleanth Brooks that he
was writing the piece on Holmes. See Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren: A Literary
Correspondence, ed. James A. Grimshaw, Jr. (Columbia: University o f Missouri Press, 1998), 310.
87Legacv of the Civil War. 19. See also Holmes, The Common Law. 1; Warren, “Oliver
Wendell Holmes, Jr.,” 1504. For Holmes, a society is constantly in “the process o f seeking truth through
the free collision, coil, and jar of ideas.” Legacy of the Civil War. 19.
88Ibid.
89Ibid., 41.
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The North after the Civil War did not follow the examples of Lincoln and
Holmes. The Abolitionists’ understanding o f politics as a moral crusade became part o f
the mainstream o f American politics. The Civil War was then officially reinterpreted by
northern mythographers into a universally supported moral crusade against human
bondage which was unburdened by political, economic, or larger cultural
considerations.90 Warren, alleging that the northern myth ignored contrary facts,
reminded his readers that the Republican Party platform of 1860 pledged to protect
slavery where it existed; that Congress overwhelmingly affirmed a resolution in 1861
that the War “was waged not to interfere with the institution of any state but only to
maintain the Union” and that fighting should cease when Union could be restored, even
if that meant maintaining slavery in some states; that the Emancipation Proclamation o f
1862 “was limited and provisional: slavery was to be abolished only in the states that
seceded and only i f they did not return to the Union before” January of 1863; that the
Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery passed Congress “only after a bitter and
prolonged struggle” before being sent to the states; that the Fourteenth Amendment’s
guaranty o f rights, including suffrage, went largely ignored in the Northern states; and
that racism was common among white northerners, including Union soldiers and many
Abolitionists.91 The North’s tendency to view the war as a consciously undertaken
crusade to liberate slaves can be explained in part as an effort to justify the loss of so
many men and assure an uneasy public that their men did not die in vain. But rather

90Ibid., 60.
9'ibid., 59-63.
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than explore the reasons why the North re-interpreted its historical purpose, Warren
focused on the unpleasant result, what he called the North’s “Treasury o f Virtue.”
After the Civil War, northerners “turned their minds outward, for external
victory always seems to signify for the victor that he need spend no more effort on any
merely internal struggle.”92 The North, Warren argued, felt redeemed by history and
assured o f its virtue and rectitude.93 Bemoaning the lack o f national self-criticism,
Warren wrote o f the vices o f the Gilded Age, the mistreatment o f American Indians, and
the rise o f American imperialism. To illustrate his understanding o f the “treasury of
virtue,” we may briefly consider Warren’s long poem, Chief Joseph o f the Nez Perce.
In a note preceding the poem, Warren explained that the Nez Perce tribe were a
vigorous but not warlike people devoted to their homelands. A treaty signed in 1855
guaranteed that each o f the various Nez Perce “bands” would be allowed to remain on
its homeland in perpetuity. But after gold was discovered nearby in the 1860s, the
federal government seized some o f the lands and proposed to move all the Nez Perce to
a restricted reservation far away. Joseph’s band refused to leave and remained on their
land until 1873 when President Grant reneged on a treaty and forced the Nez Perce to
divide their land with whites. Four years later, when Chief Joseph’s band was being
forced onto a reservation, fighting broke out between federal troops and the Nez Perce
and lasted for three months. The terms of Joseph’s surrender were completely
disregarded by William Tecumseh Sherman, then Commanding General o f the United

92Ibid., 64.
93Ibid., 59, 76.
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States Army.94 Warren believed that the government’s constant violations o f treaties
and agreements, failure to compensate the Nez Perce for confiscating their land, and
forced relocation o f the tribe to inhospitable lands were ‘“ repugnant to the dictates o f
humanity and the principals \sic\ o f natural justice.’”95 But Warren’s main concern is
not so much the fact o f these injustices as the manner in which Americans responded to
them. Near the end o f the poem, Warren describes how Chief Joseph—exiled and
contemptuous o f “the white half-men”96—became the object o f white patronage and was
paraded before politicians, the wealthy, and artists.
. . . . it came to pass
That to praise the red man was the way
Best adapted to expunge all, all, in the mist
O f bloodless myth.97
At Ulysses S. Grant’s funeral, Joseph was an honored guest and rode in the procession
next to Buffalo Bill, the inventor o f the Wild West show.
Joseph rode by the clown, the magician who could transform
For howling patriots, or royalty,
The blood o f history in red ketchup,

< 34

See Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce. Who Called Themselves the Nimipu. “The Real People”: A
Poem (New York: Random House, 1983), xi-xii. In working on the background o f the poem, Warren
appears to have relied on Alvin M. Josephy, Jr., The Nez Perce Indians and the Opening of the Northwest
(New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1965); and Merrill B. Beal, “I Will Fight No More
Forever” : Chief Joseph and the Nez Perce War (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1963).
9sChief Joseph o f the Nez Perce. 10-11, quoting the Oregon Superintendent o f Indian Affairs.
Interspersed throughout the poem are prose passages taken from letters, journals, newspaper accounts, and
public documents. Almost all the passages are taken from contemporary figures, including Chief Joseph,
General Sherman, soldiers o f various rank, government officials, and others. On the structure o f the poem
generally, see Marilyn Berg Callander, “Robert Penn Warren’s Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce: A Story of
Deep Delight,” Southern Literary Journal 16 (1983): 29-30.
96Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce. 51.
97Ibid., 55.
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A favorite American condiment. By his side
Joseph rode.98
Reflecting on the bloodless myth described in this passage, William Bedford Clark
argued that the “tragic processes o f history” had been domesticated and reduced to “selfflattering images o f melodramatic conflict.”99 The injustices to the Nez Perce (and other
tribes), if perceived at all, were excused for various reasons: a sense o f manifest destiny,
religious proselytizing, the pursuit o f wealth or adventure. Enough had been stored in
the N orth’s “treasury o f virtue” to excuse what occurred in the march to the Pacific and,
Warren would add, much else that has occurred since.
The Use o f the Past
This American myth o f perfectibility, Warren thought, had begun to wane by the
mid-twentieth century. As presented in Brother to Dragons, the liberal project in
America was characterized by progressivism, a secularized version o f the Christian
“promise o f other-worldly salvation.”100 America was a new Eden that promised a fresh
start, free from the failures o f the Old World; such failings, the argument went, were
rooted not in human nature but in social arrangements or the environment.101 Through

98Ibid.
99

William Bedford Clark, The American Vision of Robert Penn Warren (Lexington: University
Press o f Kentucky, 1991), 128.
100American progressivism “had roots in certain aspects of Christianity, but it survived the
passing o f the Old Time Religion . . . and has prospered most exceedingly with the New Time Religion of
Technology, with its promise of this-worldly salvation.” “The Use of the Past,” in New and Selected
Essays. 33.
101“How Can History Relate to Future Challenges?” Denver Post (January 23. 1975). This
article was part of a series entitled “In Search o f the Ajnerican Dream” offered through the University of
California extension program. See James A. Grimshaw, Jr., Robert Penn Warren: A Descriptive
Bibliography. 1922-1979 (Charlottesville: University o f Virginia Press, 1981), 242. In the American
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the centralization of political authority (which was thought necessary to implement a
rational, humanitarian scheme) and the use o f technology as a liberating force, man
would perfect himself and devise “solutions” for virtually all social problems.102 But, to
repeat, Warren suggested that America had become increasingly self-critical and sober
as the accumulating weight o f experience called into question the viability o f the
myth.103 Specifically, the adjuncts to American liberalism-political centralization and
technology-seemed to be largely responsible for the widely perceived diminishment o f
the individual in the modem world.
Interestingly, even as Warren decried political centralization, he distanced
himself from the traditional Southern arguments for localism and states’ rights. The

Eden, man assumed his prelapsarian condition, and the movement westward entailed a “perpetual baptism
into a new innocence.” See “The Use o f the Past,” 32. Any feelings of limitation and guilt were out of
place in the new world, for such experiences are indices “of Time, and in the beckoning, golden distances
of the great new westward continent, the dimension of space redeemed man from the dimension o f time.”
Ibid. Warren acknowledged, however, that the “sense of being freed from the past, o f being reborn, of
being forever innocent, did give America an abounding energy, and undauntable self-reliance, and an
unquenchable optimism, and we should be lacking in gratitude to Providence to deny these obvious
benefits. But sometimes virtues have their defects, and sometimes, even, the defects tend to run away
with the virtues.” Ibid.
l02“How Can History Relate to Future Challenges?”
l03In an interview with Warren and William Styron, the two authors agreed that the twentieth
century had witnessed, in Styron’s words, “strange and unearthly experiences” undreamt o f by eighteenth
and nineteenth century men. “The South: Distance and Change,” an interview by Louis D. Rubin, Jr., in
Talking with Robert Penn Warren. 282. The world wars constituted a turning point in modem thinking
because, first, the contrast between man’s glory and his horrors had never been greater and, second, it was
untenable to suggest that all the atrocities were committed by one side. The Western democracies were
required to come to terms with Dresden and Hiroshima, for examples. See, for example, Warren’s poem
“New Dawn,” an account of the Enola Gay’s flight to Hiroshima. In New and Selected Poems: 19231985. 32-40. In an interesting passage in The Legacy of the Civil War. Warren drew a parallel between
the growing self-criticism of American policy and the revisionist historiography of the Civil War, the
emphasis o f which was less on the purity o f Abolitionist ideals than on the inner turmoil and doubt of
those political leaders, like Lincoln, who understood the price that was being paid to realize those ideals.
To the post-World War II generation, Lincoln exhibited a strength that came from the struggle for moral
identity and from the conviction that he was required to act in spite of “the agonies and contradictions” of
the war, especially the conflict between ends and means. See Legacy of the Civil War. 81-84.
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states never were culturally distinct groups “huddled together by historical happen-so”
but were instead a single people united by “deep and significant” shared convictions.104
In this vein, Warren was fond of quoting nineteenth century Polish author Adam
Guroski’s observation that America was the first country to be founded on an idea-of
equality and liberty-rather than by accidents o f geography and ethnicity.105 To Warren,
the preamble to the Declaration o f Independence represented a common American ethos
or a common aspiration, and much of American history may be viewed as an attempt to
live up to and universalize that ideal.106 For that reason, Warren defended the older,
romantic Unionism; it was a worthy ideal to be struggled for and defended against
sprawling space and provincialism.107 The modem version o f centralized political
authority is, however, devoid of idealism. Modem statism offers nothing more than
efficiency, and civil society tends to become nothing more than “a merely mechanical
arrangement for meeting the practical needs of men and keeping order.”108 The modem
theory of the state does not recognize the importance o f shared convictions and tends to
disregard intermediate institutions which share functions with the state. The individual
recedes in importance in what Bertrand Russell called the liberal power state.109

104Ibid„ 83.
10S“Warren on the Art of Fiction,” an interview by Ralph Ellison and Eugene Walter, in Talking
with Robert Penn Warren. 38.
106Ibid. See also “Inalienable Rights: What Are They?”
10?Legacv o f the Civil War. 4-6.
108“Inalienable Rights: What Are They?”
109Ibid. Warren also alluded to Jung’s and Kierkegaard’s descriptions o f the modem state as a
“dominating abstraction” and a “gigantic something.” Ibid.
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The uncritical reliance upon modem technology, Warren argued, has also
adversely affected the proper understanding o f individualism. Warren’s main point was
that applied science is merely instrumental and is beneficial only to the extent that it
serves proper ends. The more fundamental ethical question o f how one ought to live
must be answered before one assesses the proper role o f technology in human life. “The
great boast o f technology is that it can supply goods,” Warren wrote, but the real
questions are “to what use has man put those goods? And are they always the goods
that man needs in order to be most fully man?” 110 The uncritical acceptance o f
technology had forced man into deadening routines and depersonalizing functions, and
man felt him self “devalued, alienated, powerless,” and as a mere “thing.”111
As early as the mid-nineteenth century, American writers had expressed doubts
about the nation’s commitments to centralization and technology."2 And while the
discontent had been gradually increasing, Warren was forced to admit that, as the
bicentennial was approaching, “self-congratulation” rather than “self-scrutiny” was the
order o f the day.113 At the 1980 Agrarian reunion, Warren and Cleanth Brooks, Andrew

I10Ibid.
11l“The Use o f the Past,” in New and Selected Essays. 44; and “Inalienable Rights: What Are
They?” In these and other essays, Warren relied heavily on the writings of Martin Buber and Jacques
Ellul.
112Pemocracv and Poetry. 3, 31.
1i3“ H o w Can History Relate to Future Challenges?” Warren thought it his duty as a man o f
letters to raise questions about America’s lack o f self-scrutiny. As his epigraph for Democracy and
Poetry. Warren selected a passage from St.-John Perce’s 1960 Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech, “On
Poetry”: “And it is enough for the poet to be the guilty conscience o f his time.” Then, in his bicentennial
lecture on “The Use of the Past,” Warren aligned himself with the nineteenth century “malcontents” and
consciously followed the example of Brooks Adams, who, on the Fourth of July, 1876, asked in a public
address: “Can we look over the United States and honestly tell ourselves that all things are well with us?”
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Lytle, and Lyle Lanier noted that many o f the same ideas and themes were appearing in
books and wondered whether America might be coming around to the Agrarian
critique.114 But Warren warned that many o f the discontented were ignorant o f their
heritage and hampered by their “contempt o f the past.” 115 Without a firm grounding in
historical understanding, he continued, the possibilities o f true progress were limited.
In The Legacy of the Civil War. Warren observed that it was common for a
people undergoing “a period o f crisis . . . [to] look back upon their past and try to find
therein some clue to their nature and their destiny.”116 Although not elaborating on why
this practice seems common, Warren did articulate the benefits o f being cognizant of
history. In “The Use o f the Past,” Warren declared that the past is the “great pantheon
where we can all find the bearers o f the values by which we could live.”117 The values
and lessons o f the past, however, are not immediately transferable to the present.
Rather, Warren speaks of the “articulated past” and the need to reinterpret and restate
the values o f the past to accommodate the circumstances o f the present.118 A more

See “The Use o f the Past,” in New and Selected Essavs. 29.
1l4See their discussion in A Band o f Prophets: The Vanderbilt Agrarians After Fifty Years, ed.
William C. Havard and Walter Sullivan (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1982), 181-82;
186-88.
ll5“The Use o f the Past,” 29.
116Legacv of the Civil War. 79-81. One example is how the English under Elizabeth I “first
undertook the study o f their own origins and the origins o f their church.” Ibid., 79-80. More generally,
Warren wrote, the need to understand ourselves leads to sustained contemplation o f poetry, religion, and
especially history. Ibid., 81.
1,7“The Use of the Past,” 50.
II8Ibid., 41-42, 50.
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subtle value o f studying history, Warren wrote, is that it keeps alive the sense that men
have articulated ideals and struggled, often unsuccessfully, to realize those values.119 In
that respect, studying the past is also a tonic for self-pity and the temptation to withdraw
from the world and from responsibility, for history suggests that progress is possible
even though the “gains against the powers o f darkness are made in detail, one by
one.” 120 In short, historical study provides a frank portrait of human limitation, suggests
the heights o f human aspiration, and teaches the need and possibility for incremental
improvements in the human condition.121
Warren argued that the American crisis of the twentieth century required careful
reconsideration o f American history. In his later years, Warren reconsidered the
political thought of early America and insisted that the image o f the classical past and,
more specifically, the vision o f a society composed of free, responsible, self-governing
individuals was central to founders’ political theory.122 Whether this self-understanding
is truly “classical” or “liberal” is less important than the fact that it became part of the
American idea. This ideal was largely aspirational, Warren suggested, but the Civil War
was the great event of American history because it presented the struggle to
institutionalize the “universalist conception of freedom based on natural law.”123

II9Ibid., 37, 41.
I20Ibid., 51-52.
121“ H o w

Can History Relate to Future Challenges?”

122Ibid.; Democracy and Poetry, xii-xiii, 56; and “The Use of the Past,” 36.
123Legacv of the Civil War. 87-89.
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Understanding what Melville called “the Founders’ Dream” and studying how the Civil
War generation tried (and failed) to realize the dream may help us, Warren said, to both
recapture a sense o f destiny and nobility in political life and to realize that progress is
not automatic but requires struggle and sacrifice.124 Moreover, in studying the Civil
War, modem Americans were drawn to the many powerful and suggestive images o f
personal integrity—the “old-fashioned concept o f the person”—and to a very real sense o f
community and place.125 In a world o f restless mobility, Warren wrote, Americans
“look back nostalgically on the romantic image o f some right and natural relation o f
man to place and man to man, fulfilled in worthy action. The corrosive o f historical
realism cannot quite disenthrall us o f this.” 126 Warren hoped that these older images o f
identity, responsibility, community, and especially moral struggle would inspire and
shape a balanced and noble image of man which can be realized in the modem world.

I24“lnalienable Rights: What Are They?”; Legacy o f the Civil War. 105-8.
125Ibid„ 91.
126Ibid„ 92.
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Ch a pter Seven
“L iv in g o n t h e S p ir it u a l C a p it a l o f H is t o r y ”

Although Robert Penn Warren believed that the poet has a duty to test ideas in
literature and even to become engaged in the political debates o f his time, he did not
understand the poet’s role to be that o f a heroic bard or a spokesman for his people.1
Upon being named Poet Laureate o f the United States, Warren emphasized that he
would not compose commemorative poems or other occasional verse because a close
and uncritical relation between the poet and society was foreign to his way o f thinking.2
Warren instead took the side o f the “cranks” and “bearer[s] o f ill tidings”3 throughout
American literary history—with Hawthorne, Melville, Twain, Faulkner, and others—who
maintained a critical distance from political activity while at the same time addressing
the concerns of society. With this understanding o f the writer’s political role, Warren’s
choice o f epigraph for his 1974 lectures on Democracy and Poetry was appropriate:
“. . . it is enough for the poet to be the guilty conscience o f his time.”4

'Cf. Lewis P. Simpson, “The Bard and the Clerk,” in The Brazen Face o f History: Studies in the
Literary Consciousness of America fBaton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1980), 167-80 (on
Donald Davidson and Allen Tate).
2“A11 the Nation’s Poet,” Time (March 10, 1986), 48; see also “The Poet o f the People,”
Newsweek (March 10, 1986). Perhaps Warren would have agreed with Solzhenitsyn’s formulation that
the great writer is, in some sense, an alternative or “second government.” Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The
First Circle, quoted in Ellis Sandoz, “The Politics o f Poetry,” in The Politics o f Truth and Other Untimely
Essays (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1999), 5-6.
3Robert Penn Warren, Democracy and Poetry: The 1974 Jefferson Lecture in the Humanities
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1975), 31.
4lbid., ii. Warren took the epigraph from St.-John Perse’s acceptance speech for the I960 Nobel
Prize for Literature.
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Warren’s accounts o f how he wrote All the King’s Men suggest not only how a
“philosophical novelist” examines ideas in literary form but also how comprehensive
Warren understood political science to be. Warren implicitly recognized a distinction
between mere “politics”—the realm of concrete decision-making and the allocation of
power-and “the political”-the philosophical underpinnings o f all political order.5
Warren focused on the latter concept, that is, on the ideas and beliefs that shaped
political life. Warren’s more perceptive readers have long recognized this fact. Louis
Rubin, for example, argued that Warren envisioned Huey Long “in relation to the world
in which he existed, and through his superior insight and artistry presented] the total
picture—not just the ‘political’ side of i t , . . . [but] something o f the total length and
depth.”6 Robert Heilman made a similar point in his essay on All the King’s Men.
After noting that “Warren is no more discussing American politics than Hamlet is
discussing Danish politics,” Heilman went on to say that “Warren is concerned with
society: his very subject is the split personality o f an age.”7 Warren was concerned, in
other words, with naturalism’s effect on political life and the disjunction between
idealism and pragmatism. And while Warren provided a sociological portrait of the

5On this distinction between “politics” and “the political,” see Fred Dallmayr, “Rethinking the
Political,” in The Other Heidegger (Ithaca. New York: Cornell University Press, 1993), 50-51; Paul
Ricoeur, “The Political Paradox,” in History and Truth, trans. Charles A. Kelbley (Evanston, Illinois:
Northwestern University Press, 1965), 247-70. This reassessment of political life and metaphysics is, in
some sense, a return to the “comprehensive conception of political science” developed by Plato and
Aristotle. See Eric Voegelin, Plato and Aristotle, vol. Ill o f Order and History fBaton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1957), 294-95; Ricoeur, “The Political Paradox,” 249-51.
6Louis D. Rubin, “All the King’s Meanings,” in The Curious Death o f the Novel (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1967), 236-37.
?Robert B. Heilman, “All the King’s Men as Tragedy,” in The Southern Connection (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1991), 213, 218.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

214

state, his social documentation also encompassed “the spiritual condition-the decline o f
tradition, the loss o f an integrating force, the kind o f split—w hich results in Willie-ashero; he makes it still harder for [his readers] by pointing omt the kind of greatness
Willie had to have to be to society what he was.”8 Because Warren ultimately
understood the health o f political society in terms o f the spiiritual health of the
individuals who constitute that society,9 the individual characters and the political
societies are, as Warren said, like mirrors set against one antother; the drama o f society
is reflected in the individual stories, and vice versa.10
Warren’s vision o f political life is rooted in an understanding o f man’s “divided
nature.” In Democracy and Poetrv. Warren said
I suppose I see life, for all our yearning for and struggle toward primal
or supernal unity o f being, as a more or less oscillatiing process. On that
day when the hairless ape felt the first flicker o f self-consciousness and
self-criticism, and was first aware that something inside him was
looking at something else inside him, he was doom ed, as we are
doomed, to live . . . in the bright irony and long anguish o f the machine
and the vision-for that is what we are, machines capable o f vision.11
The source and nature o f this “vision” remain a mystery to W arren. Whatever
philosophy meant to Warren, it was emphatically not man’s “responsive pursuit o f his

8Ibid„ 214-15.
9In his essay on Conrad, for example, Warren remarked that th e “moral regeneration of society
depends not upon shifts in mechanism but upon the moral regeneration o f man.” ‘“The Great Mirage’:
Conrad and Nostromo.” in New and Selected Essays. 157.
l0“Robert Penn Warren: An Interview,” by Marshall Walker, im Talking With Robert Penn
Warren, ed. Floyd C. Watkins, John T. Hiers, and Mary Louise Weaks (Athens: University of Georgia
Press, 1990), 156.
11Warren, Democracy and Poetrv. 92-93.
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questioning unrest to the divine source that has aroused it.”12 But even though he
accepted the naturalistic premise that there is no transcendent or divine source o f order,
he saw no reason to ignore the fact that societies have always articulated values by
which its members live. Warren believed that this need to create and live by ideals is an
essential aspect o f human nature: “man insists, as man,” on idealizing his existence.13
Man’s self-created ideals are then “tested” by being submitted to all the “complexities
and contradictions o f experience.”14 Warren believed that the conflict between world
and idea can not be definitively resolved (it is an “ever-renewing dilemma”15), and every
attempt at a closed, all-encompassing philosophical system is bound to fail: “some
exploding recalcitrant fact gets left out of the fine scheme, and . . . is apt to cause
trouble.”16 As Brother to Dragons suggests, the principal recalcitrant fact is human
depravity,17 and the Jeffersonian hope for human progress may remain viable only if
tempered by knowledge o f man’s fallen nature.
Warren’s belief in man’s depravity and his capacity for greatness explains the
importance o f history and tradition in Warren’s thought. The study o f the past, he

12Eric Voegelin, “Reason: The Classic Experience,” in Published Essays. 1966-1985. Vol. 12 of
The Collected Works o f Eric Voeeelin (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1990), 272.
13Warren, “‘The Great Mirage’: Conrad and Nostromo.” 149.
14Warren, “Pure and Impure Poetry,” 23.
15Warren, “‘The Great Mirage:’ Conrad and Nostromo.” 156-57.
I6Warren, “The Use o f the Past,” in New and Selected Essays. 39.
17A s Flannery O’Connor put it, “evil is not simply a problem to be solved but a mystery to be
endured.” Mvsterv and Manners: Occasional Prose, ed. Sally Fitzgerald and Robert Fitzgerald (New
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1969), 209.
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argued, helps us “remember our humanity.”18 The stories o f evil, suffering, and failure
encourage a sense o f humility and force the individual to confront his own flawed
nature. Optimistic illusions about man’s capacity for perfection “perish in the fire of
history.” 19 But at the same time, this knowledge o f evil may be bracing, for it reminds
man that progress is not automatic and that he is responsible for shaping his own future.
In this respect, the study of history allows us to see individuals struggling to articulate
and realize political societies worthy o f man’s higher nature. Because o f man’s limited
capacities and the need for a shared or common language o f ideals, Warren believed that
one must work within one’s inherited tradition, which he understood not as a fixed body
o f dogma but as “an embodiment of ‘givens’ that must constantly be fought for,
recovered in each generation, and adjusted to new conditions.”20
Because o f Warren’s emphasis on man’s fallen nature and his praise for
tradition, Eugene Genovese, M. E. Bradford, and others have justifiably included
Warren among those Southern conservatives whose writings constitute “America’s most
impressive native-born critique o f our national development, o f liberalism, and o f the
more disquieting features of our modem world.”21 But where Warren differs from most
other Southern conservative writers-including Richard Weaver, Allen Tate, Cleanth

18Warren, “The Use of the Past,” 37.
I9L. Hugh Moore, Jr., Robert Penn Warren and History: “The Big Myth We Live” (The Hague:
Mouton, 1970), 14.
20Eugene D. Genovese, The Southern Tradition: The Achievement and Limitations of an
American Conservatism (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1994), 4-5.
2lSee ibid., 1-5, 12-17, 29-30; M. E. Bradford, Remembering Who We Are: Observations o f a
Southern Conservative (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1985), 67, 71, 79, 89, 137, 146.
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Brooks, and others—is that Warren did not attempt to ground his position in any
religious doctrine or theory o f transcendent reality. In a published conversation with
Cleanth Brooks, Warren explained that he could accept Christian theology only as a
“metaphor” and that he freely borrowed from Christian thought even though he
understood religious ideas (such as original sin) solely in “humanistic” terms.22 He also
recognized that certain values he cherished—individualism and equality, in particular—
were clearly linked to religious doctrine and that it is impossible to discuss such ideas
without acknowledging the historical debt to classical philosophy and Christian
theology. Believers and nonbelievers alike are the “beneficiaries” o f the classical and
Christian traditions, Warren concluded, acknowledging that he, as a nonbeliever, was
“living on the spiritual capital o f history.”23
Warren’s self-description raises a larger question that is central to contemporary
political theory, namely, whether the absence of metaphysics is politically dangerous.24
Liberalism, broadly understood, is distinguished by its avoidance o f metaphysical
questions. In defending his “practical” theory of justice, John Rawls wrote that he tried
to “avoid disputed philosophical, as well as disputed moral and religious, questions.”25

22Robert Penn Warren, “A Conversation with Cleanth Brooks,” in The Possibilities of Order:
Cleanth Brooks and His Work, ed. Lewis P. Simpson (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1976), 72, 103.
23Ibid., 102, 80-81.
24Richard Rorty, Contingency. Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1989), 87.
25John Rawls, “Justice as Fairness: Political Not Metaphysical,” Philosophy and Public Affairs
14 (1985), 230. See also David Walsh, The Growth o f the Liberal Soul (Columbia: University of
Missouri Press, 1997), 37: “[L]iberal democracy rests not on its claim to represent the truth about human
nature or the human condition but simply on the fact that it has successfully enabled certain concrete
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But with Warren, the metaphysical issues are considered, and his acceptance o f the truth
o f naturalism (or, conversely, his rejection o f any theory o f transcendent reality)
becomes the defining feature o f his political thought. Warren was forced to search for a
unifying political principle that had nothing to do with metaphysics.
To be sure, Warren did not embrace naturalism easily, for he was, in his own
words, a spiritual “yeamer” who, in spite o f having a “religious temperament,” could
not bring himself to believe.26 (One is reminded o f Hawthorne’s remark that Melville
was uneasy in his unbelief.27) As an artist and amateur philosopher, Warren sought to
understand the political effects o f “postulatory atheism.”28 He wanted to understand the
consequences o f certain philosophical or religious beliefs-or a lack o f belief—for man’s
life in society. It was in this context that Warren praised Eliot for contemplating the
question whether man can live on the purely naturalistic level?29 These are, as Warren
understood well, “preeminently political question[s].”30

societies to live with the not-insignificant philosophical differences that pervade them.”
26See “A Conversation with Robert Penn Warren,” by Bill Moyers; “An Interview with Robert
Penn Warren,” by Peter Stitt; and “O f Bookish Men and the Fugitives,” an interview by Thomas L.
Connelly, in Talking With Robert Penn Warren. 213-14, 243, 382.
77

" Quoted in Albert Camus, The Rebel: An Essay on Man in Revolt, trans. Anthony Bower (New
York: Vintage Books, 1956), 81.
28“Max Scheler went so far as to speak of ‘postulatory atheism’ as the essential characteristic of
modem man.” Henri de Lubac, S.J., The Drama of Atheist Humanism, trans. Edith M. Riley (London:
Sheed and Ward, 1949), 27. De Lubac argued that a non-foundational, non-metaphysical political theory
inevitably leads to tyranny. He wrote that Dostoevsky “made one profoundly important social truth clear:
man cannot organise the world for himself without God; without God he can only organise the world
against man. Exclusive humanism is inhuman humanism.” Ibid., vii.
29“The Present State o f Poetry: In the United States,” Kenvon Review I (Autumn 1939): 395-96.
30EUis Sandoz, Political Apocalypse: A Study of Dostoevsky’s “Grand Inquisitor.” 2d ed.
(Wilmington, Delaware: ISI Books, 2000), 62.
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Many o f Warren’s characters can not find a way to live a satisfying ethical or
political life in the face o f naturalism. Some o f them fall into a brutish existence and
thus tend to confirm Nietzsche’s suggestion that a moral and political theory without a
transcendent ground leads to nihilism, for man loses faith in his own value when he
comes to believe that “no infinitely valuable whole works through him.”31 The
temptation is always present, then, for man to sink into nature and refuse to idealize his
existence. On the other hand, some characters resemble the twentieth-century
metaphysical rebels described by Camus: “Impatience with limits, the rejection o f their
double life, despair at being a man, have finally driven them to inhuman excesses.. . .
For want o f something better to do, they deified themselves and their misfortunes began;
these gods have had their eyes put out.”32
In searching for a middle way, Warren discovered an affinity with William
James, the scholarly figure lurking in the background o f All the King’s Men. Warren
appears to have been familiar with James’s essay “Is Life Worth Living?,” in which
James concluded that if religious belief is not available to an individual, a “mere
instinctive curiosity, pugnacity, and honor may make life on a purely naturalistic basis
seem worth living.”33 Like Warren, James was concerned with what he called

3'“Every purely moral value system . . . ends in nihilism: this is to be expected in Europe. One
still hopes to get along with a moralism without a religious background: but that necessarily leads to
nihilism. In Europe one realizes the constraint is lacking to consider ourselves as value-positing.”
Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage, 1967), 16, 12.
32Camus, The Rebel. 305.
33WilIiam James, “Is Life Worth Living?,” in Writings. 1878-1899 (New York: Library of
America, 1992), 494.
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“Hamletism,” where the fear o f either a “metaphysical abyss or a determinate universe”
robbed individuals o f the will to act.34 Especially in his earlier years, James feared that
the metaphysical structure o f the universe resembled the Nietzschean “abyss o f horrors”
and compared himself to Hamlet because o f his spiritual torpor and “panic fear” o f the
precariousness o f his own existence.35 His attempts to overcome his “fear o f the
universe”36 were all rooted in the exertion o f the will.
In much o f his popular philosophy in this period of cultural crisis [1880
to 1910], James confronted the problems o f inertia and tedium vitae, as a
prelude to the full development o f his own discourse o f heroism,
individual autonomy, and pragmatism. At “the heart o f his [James’s]
thought. . . [was] a consistent voluntarism.”37
In order to live meaningfully, man had to believe in his own freedom and dignity, his
fear o f the “metaphysical abyss” notwithstanding. Warren’s protagonists recreate the
Jamesian experience and come to understand the importance of man’s “will to believe”
in his own worth and his capacity to live meaningfully. As Warren argued, “What
poetry most significantly celebrates is the capacity o f man to face the deep, dark
inwardness o f his nature and his fate.”38

34See George Cotkin, William James. Public Philosopher (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1990), 39-42.
35See ibid., 44, 56, 59-61. Throughout his life, James would wrestle with these problems, writing
in 1895, “I am a victim of neurasthenia and o f the sense o f hollowness and unreality that goes with it.”
Ibid., 77.
36William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature, in Writings.
1902-1910 (New York: Library of America. 1987), 151.
37

Cotkin, William James. 77 (quoting John E. Smith, The Spirit of American Philosophy
(London: Oxford University Press, 1968), 41).
38Warren, Democracy and Poetry. 31.
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James’s theory o f pragmatism provided Warren with the theoretical warrant for
idealizing human existence. “The justification o f a belief comes from its effect,”
Warren summarized, and not from any correspondence between that belief and what
James derisively called the ‘“ eternal edition’ o f Reality.”39 The individual overcame his
fear o f naturalism by cultivating the habit o f taking responsibility for shaping one’s
world and by joyfully accepting the “possibility o f fulfillment in the process o f life
itself.”40 For Warren, then, the symbols o f human order are created as a reaction against
a sense of man’s ultimate insignificance, and the justification o f these symbols lies
solely in their effect on society and individuals.
Warren attempted to defend Jamesian pragmatism against its critics and to shore
up its perceived deficiencies. In his essays on All the King’s Men. Warren explained
that he was exploring “the difference between philosophical pragmatism and that
unphilosophical pragmatism” espoused by supporters o f Benito Mussolini, Huey Long,
and others.41 First, Warren argued that pragmatism may be a “principled” approach to
ethics and politics and does not necessarily lead to a philosophy o f force or o f
imperialism, as Bertrand Russell and James’s other critics had argued 42 W arren

39Robert Penn Warren, “William James,” in Cleanth Brooks, R.W.B. Lewis, and Robert Penn
Warren, American Literature: The Makers and the Making, vol. 2 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1973),
1522. See also the June 1970 letter on the James essay from Warren to Brooks, in Cleanth Brooks and
Robert Penn Warren: A Literary Correspondence, ed. James A. Grimshaw, Jr. (Columbia: University of
Missouri Press, 1998), 310-11.
40Robert Penn Warren, “William James,” 1526.
41See Robert Penn Warren, “In the Time o f All the King’s Men.” New York Times Book Review
(May31, 1981): 39; “A Note to All the King’s Men.” Sewanee Review 61 (Summer 1953),480.
42See Cotkin. William James. 157-58.
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emphasized that values or beliefs are often in conflict, and the pursuit o f one value may
put higher values at risk. Second, Warren rejected the argument that pragmatism
encourages overly idealistic or even radical political programs. James’s pragmatism
placed a strict limit on the kinds o f ideas that one could embrace. Warren wrote that
James “did not intend to suggest that belief is to be dictated merely by whim or can be
justified merely as a dream o f wish fulfillment.. . . The will to believe implied risk, but
it counsels a calculated risk.”43 Warren interpreted this to mean that the ideas must be
tested against experience, that ‘“ the world resists some lines of attack.’”44 For James,
new “truths” were not revolutionary but were instead added on to existing truths; thus
the importance o f tradition and common sense in James.45 Third, Warren conceded that
the development o f ideals was an elite function. While this conception o f life might be
elevated to a “noble and grandly tragic plane,”46 most persons are unlikely to act in
accordance with values that are purely self-created and that have no other sanction than
societal utility. Yet Warren was, as he said, “old-fashioned” enough to believe that
America is composed o f a “community of individual selves bound together by common
feelings, ideals, and conceptions o f responsibility” that may be justified on a non
metaphysical basis.47

43Robert Penn Warren, “William James,” 1522.
44Ibid.
45See Cotkin, William James. 162-67.
46Robert Penn Warren, “Introduction,” Selected Poems o f Herman Melville, ed. Robert Penn
Warren (New York: Random House, 1970), 35, 41.
47Robert Penn Warren, Democracy and Poetry. 45.
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The most fundamental weakness o f Warren’s version of pragmatism is its basic
assumption that human ideals are entirely self-created. As Rorty has admitted, “[it is] a
hard saying . . . that there is . . . no criterion that we have not created in the course of
creating a practice, no standard o f rationality that is not an appeal to such a criterion, no
rigorous argumentation that is not obedience to our own conventions.”48 There is reason
to believe, however, that Warren’s fundamental premise o f naturalism is questionable
and his retreat to pragmatism unnecessary. As David Walsh has argued, the work o f
twentieth century scholars such as Henri Bergson, Eric Voegelin, Mircea Eliade, Hans
Urs von Balthasar, and others provides “empirical demonstration o f the centrality of
experiences of transcendent Being, as constitutive o f the essence o f religion and as
foundational for the moral and political order.”49 Warren did not consider that, in other
words, the symbols and ideals he sought to conserve were not created by men who had
faced the abyss, created values in a desperate search to endow life with meaning, and
acted nobly in spite o f their unease. Rather, the symbols emerged as philosophers
sought to explain their experience with transcendent reality.so Instead o f returning to the
underlying experiences that engendered the ideas he cherished, Warren appealed only to

48Richard Rorty, Consequences o f Pragmatism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1982), xlii.
49David Walsh, After Ideology (San Francisco: Harper, 1990), 54-55. At the beginning of his
book, Waish suggested that the “conception of a secular society, existing without reference to any
transcendent source and drawing its legitimacy entirely from humanity’s autonomous self-determination
has begun to lose its appeal” and that the alternative is a return to the primary experiences and symbols of
order. Ibid., 1, 5.
50See Voegelin, “Reason: The Classic Experience,” 267-73.
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the utility or pragmatic value o f traditional conclusions about the right kind o f life for
man.51

51Because it does not return to experiential truth and is often expressed merely as a form of
traditionalism or conservatism, Warren’s political thinking can be categorized as what Voegelin called a
“secondary ideology.” See Eric Voegelin, “The Tensions in the Reality o f Knowledge,” in Anamnesis.
ed. and trans. Gerhart Niemeyer (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1978; reprint,
Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1990), 189. Among secondary ideologies, Voegelin included the
various strands of liberalism and democratic theories, as well as the “unceasing renewals of natural law.”
“Thus we are richly supplied with ordo, but what is lacking is the noetic clarification that renders
conscious the origin o f the ordo in the existential tension toward the ground.” Ibid., 189-90.
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